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ABSTRACT
Young People’s Perception of Opportunities to Participate in Democratic Governance
by
Jennifer Tang
Advisor: Martin D. Ruck
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations General
Assembly, 1989) accords all young people the right to be heard and make decisions on matters
affecting them. Despite the fact the United States remains the only country in the world not to
have ratified this document, a number of American cities have nevertheless begun to engage
young people in community decision-making (e.g., in neighborhood associations or community
boards). However, as of yet there are few actual opportunities for youth to participate fully in the
governance of their cities. This study examined the perspectives of young people (18–24 years of
age) living in New York City about the opportunities available to them to express their opinions,
be heard, and have their views taken into consideration in city governance. Over the course of
focus groups and individual interviews, participants discussed the opportunities that were
available to them to participate in local governance and the degree to which such opportunities
were meaningful, democratic, and supported young people’s political agency. Believing that
their contributions were not taken seriously, young people viewed participating in social
movements as a way of enhancing their political agency. Youth also viewed social media as both
an effective vehicle for being heard and as a tool for connecting with others to become a part of
social change. By drawing on young people’s own voices concerning the opportunities to
participate in the decisions that impact their lives, we come to better understand the gap between
the intention to engage young people and the practices of local governance.
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Children’s Rights to Participation
The Child Rights Approach
Children’s Rights
On November 20th, 1989, the United Nations General Assembly unanimously adopted the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, United Nations General Assembly,
1989). Since then it has been ratified by all member countries of the United Nations, except for
the US, making it the most widely recognized international human rights treaty (Ruck, Keating,
Saewyc, Earls, & Ben-Arieh, 2016). The CRC establishes basic entitlements for children,
defined as individuals under the age of 18, without prescribing a norm of what childhood itself
looks like. The substantive articles of the CRC are broadly construed and consider three types of
rights: provision, protection, and participation.
It is the CRC’s unique conceptual synthesis of protection and participation in the
promotion of children’s rights that sets it apart from previous interpretations of children’s rights
(Santos Pais, 2000). Children’s right to participation is significant not only as itself a
fundamental right, but also as the foundation to be “considered in the interpretation and
implementation of all other rights” (UNCRC, 2009, p. 3). This synthesis between participation,
protection, and provision has “gained ground not only in the field of human rights but also in
policymaking, public administration and the pertinent fields of research, thus raising timely
questions on children and young people’s roles, agencies and positions in their political
geographical realities” (Kallio & Häkli, 2015, p. 2).
In an analysis of the Articles of the CRC, Colette Daiute (2008) has found the
Convention to be rooted in concepts from child development theory that are currently
championed. For the most part, the child is represented as in need of protection, based on the
child’s “physical or cognitive immaturity and attendant needs for shelter, sustenance, protection
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from abuse, protection from coercion, exploitation, and harmful activities like unhealthy labor
and armed conflict” (Daiute, 2008, p. 710). While the CRC also provides for children’s
participation rights, these rights are always qualified in terms of the interests of the state (Daiute,
2008). Rosalind Ekman Ladd (2002) posits that rights are only viable when they are upheld by
others as a duty.
Children’s Participation Rights
Children’s right to participate involves allowing children to express their views, listening
to their voices, and taking their opinions into account on matters that affect them. Article 12 of
the CRC buttresses children’s participation rights and articulates the guiding principle of
respecting the views of the child. The five articles that follow Article 12 specifically refer to
children’s rights to freedom of expression (Article 13), freedom of thought, conscience, and
religion (Article 14), freedom of association (Article 15), privacy (Article 16), and access to
information (Article 17). Although the CRC does not contain the word participation, these fives
articles support Article 12 by formulating many of the components necessary for children’s
participation.
Children’s participation includes a wide range of activities including: “seeking
information, expressing the desire to learn even at a very young age, forming views, expressing
ideas; taking part in activities and processes; being informed and consulted in decision-making;
initiating ideas, processes, proposals and projects; analyzing situations and making choices;
respecting others and being treated with dignity” (UNICEF, 2003, p. 4). By becoming parties to
the Convention, governments have “taken on the responsibility of providing the conditions
necessary for children and youth to exercise participation rights” (Rizzini & Thapliya, 2007, p.
75).

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

3

Marta Santos Pais (2000), the Secretary of the first UN Committee on the Right of the
Child, lauded the convention as an achievement in providing “a new vision of children.” The
CRC is an instrument that at once acknowledges the child as a vulnerable human being requiring
protection and assistance as well as being a subject of rights who is capable of forming and
expressing their own opinions, participating in decision-making processes, and acting as a
partner in social change and the building of democracies (Santos Pais, 2000). The groundwork
for child participation challenges not only the outcome, but also the process by which children’s
rights are realized. To accord children their rights to participation, we must have a clear
commitment towards putting child participation into practice.
Roger Hart’s (1992) work, inspired by Sherry Arnstein’s (1969) “ladder of citizen
participation,” has been helpful for many trying to link the conceptual and practical dimensions
of child participation by differentiating activities based upon the extent to which children have
the power to make decisions. The ladder spans eight rungs, ranging from manipulation, where
children are used for the agenda of adults, to child-initiated activities where decision-making is
shared with adults. Of note are the bottom rungs of the ladder that are not considered
participatory, though are often employed by states under the banner of participation, particularly
participation activities that can be considered tokenism. Tokenism takes place when children are
selected by adults to participate in activities and presented as child representatives yet have little
or no substantive preparation and no consultation with other children. Hart’s work describes and
defines child participation, highlighting and challenging many techniques used to achieve child
participation.
Those interested in implementing child participation programs utilize the ladder to
envision practice, and practitioners use it to analyze the power dynamics between children and
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adults in programs they have implemented. Child participation activities from further up the
rungs of the ladder reflect increased opportunities for children opportunities to share decisionmaking power. Moving up the “ladder of child participation” is akin to moving towards
democracy. Opportunities for children to participate in decision-making in collaboration with
adults, where children are recognized as having meaningful contributions that are given due
consideration, is a critical component of democracy.
Hart (1992) writes of the intertwined relationship between children’s participation and
adults’ participation in a democratic society. While the “ladder of child participation” has been
applied to a variety of settings including activities in schools, children’s clubs, and children’s
participation in development projects, Hart’s essay highlights the importance of recognizing
children’s participation in society more generally. We must also recognize the role adults have in
fostering democracy by implementing true child participation. The promotion of child
participation fundamentally improves society as a whole and should be encouraged at all levels,
especially in the governance of children’s own communities: the contexts and spaces children are
most familiar with, immersed in, and affected by.
Implementing Children’s Rights to Participation
In 2006, the Committee on the Rights of the Child held a day of general discussion to
explore the meaning and significance of Article 12 and the gaps, good practices, and issues that
needed to be addressed in order to fulfill children’s right to participation (Committee on the
Rights of the Child, 2009). It published a General Comment—the Committee’s twelfth such
general comment—to articulate the Committee’s accumulated information about and experiences
with translating the right to participation into practice. Acknowledging that considerable progress
had been made to promote the concept of participation, the Committee identified that
implementation continued to be “impeded by many long-standing practices and attitudes, as well
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as political and economic barriers” (the Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009, p. 4). In
General Comment 12, the Committee (2009) clearly articulated the basic requirements for the
implementation of the right to participation. Effective, ethical, and meaningful, participation
must be a process—not merely a one-off event—that is: transparent and informative; voluntary;
respectful; relevant; child-friendly; inclusive; supported by training; safe and sensitive to risk;
and accountable (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009). As encapsulated in the report
“State of the World’s Children,” the goal is not simply to “increase [children’s] participation but
to optimize their opportunities for meaningful participation” (UNICEF, 2003, p. 4).
More than a decade before the Committee issued General Comment 12, scholars noted
that the implementation of children’s rights to participation was fraught with “philosophical,
legal, political, constitutional, methodological, and cross cultural” issues (Murphy-Berman &
Weisz, 1996, p. 1231). As early as June of 2000, when the ChildWatch International Research
Network held a symposium on the issue of children’s participation, academics and practitioners
spoke of their experiences and challenges implementing child participation programs (Chawla,
2001). In 2008, the International Journal of Children’s Rights committed a special issue to
children’s participation, examining challenges for the implementation of children’s participation
in countries such as Brazil, India, South Africa, and the United Kingdom. The issue highlighted
challenges to implementation including: preoccupation with formal adult decision-making
structures and agendas; failure to move beyond consultation, often in response to adults’
agendas; failure to recognize young people’s autonomous action in everyday life; lack of mutual
dialogue and integration; and lack of change. This last point is especially frustrating when
children are repeatedly solicited for consultations yet their recurrent recommendations are not
implemented (Hinton, Tisdall, Gallagher, & Elsley, 2008).
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Respecting child participation requires that we pay attention not only to the result of
interjecting children into extant procedures, but also to the process of how we implement
children’s participation itself. In order to encourage and prepare children to become active,
tolerant and democratic citizens (Santos Pais, 2000) as they assume increasing responsibilities,
this process necessarily involves dialogue and exchange. Moreover, Santos Pais (2000) notes that
the process of participation involves giving children the opportunity to build their capacities to
“understand why a particular option and not another is followed, why a particular decision is
taken and not the one the child might have preferred” (p.5).
The CRC does not set a lower age limit on children’s rights to express their views; rather
it explicitly refers to their “evolving capacities” to emphasize the child’s developing capacity for
decision-making (Lansdown, 2005; Santos Pais, 2000). For example, young children can and do
express their opinions, and within an environment that enables free expression, the validity of
their participation can be respected. Children’s evolving capacities however, are just one side of
the equation. The capacities of adults also need to evolve to operate in this “new” way. In
addition to enabling children with the skills, confidence, and maturity to express their views in
order to influence decisions, complementary information and skills must also be provided to
adults (Santos Pais, 2000). Because the agency of children (and adults) is important as they learn
to navigate new capacities, experiential learning in the practice of participation should be
supported (Chawla, 2001; Santos Pais, 2000). This means giving children the space to “test, error
and retry, to know and not know without fearing penalisation or sense of failure,” and the
opportunity to “understand the consequences and impact of his or her opinions” (Santos Pais,
2000, p. 7).
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Young People’s Agency
Children’s agency in determining their lives and contributing to their communities is a
critical component of children’s participation. During the same period that the concept of
children’s participation came to be accepted in international rights and development discourses,
the concept of children’s agency began to take a foothold in scholarship on children and
childhood. Throughout the debates within children’s participation, young people’s capacity has
consistently been raised as a reason to deny them opportunities. Research on children’s agency
addresses young people’s capacities to act in self-directed ways.
According to Jo Boyden and Gillian Mann (2005), society structures children’s minority
status to constrain their power and agency. Children are seen as being in a state of “not yet
being”, as “potentials”, a “project” in the making (Woodhead, 2004). Conceiving of children as
being “in training” ignores their agency, the extent to which they are capable, exercise personal
influence, and take responsibility in their own lives (Bandura, 2001). It puts the onus on children
themselves to demonstrate their capacity or pass an invisible and arbitrary age threshold before
according them their rights over decisions that affect them; this has clear implications for
children’s participation (Lansdown, 2005).
Children are active agents in their own development, in the “construction and
determination of their own social lives, the lives of those around them and of the societies in
which they live” (James & Prout, 1997, p. 3). Beginning in the late 1970s, scholars who took an
ecological approach emphasized the role of the child’s environment in determining the skills
they needed and acquired for their development and wellbeing (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Drawing
on Vygotiskian theory, developmental psychologists advocated that “individuals are active
agents in their own environment, they engage with the world around them, and in some senses,
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create for themselves the circumstances of their own development” (Boyden & Mann, 2005, p.
3). Children’s agency to influence their own lives includes their capacity to shape the
environment of their development.
Drawing on Albert Bandura’s (2001, 2006) agentic perspective of social learning,
scholars of children and childhood generally acknowledge how children use their capacity for
self-reflection, self-organization, and self-regulation to influence the environment for their own
development and wellbeing. Rather than seeing children as passive wards in need of protection,
the agentic perspective regards children as active participants in shaping their own lives (James,
Jenks, & Prout, 1998). These theories have led to the recognition of the contributions of
children’s ideas, energies, and skills to their communities (J. Hart & Tyrer, 2006).
Other analyses in the debate between protection and agency argue that “agency”
myopically focuses on those relationships and structures with which a child directly interacts
(Ansell, 2009; Kulynych, 2001; Raby, 2014). Scholars have critiqued the concept of children’s
agency as being individualistic, decontextualized, and promoting values that reproduce
established power dynamics (Ansell, 2009; Kulynych, 2001; Raby, 2014). Similar to how a focus
on protection downplays the role of children in guiding their own lives, the focus on agency
obfuscates larger social, political, economic, and cultural factors that dominate the transactional
relationship between the child and their environment. These studies demand an expanded
consideration of a child’s agency to shape the conditions of their development; such agency
needs to be considered, for example, within the context of how the child’s relationships affect
companion relationships, the accessibility of resources in the child’s community, and the sociopolitical power of other marginalized people in the child’s community.
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Research into young people’s agency has also been critiqued as failing recognizing that
people develop within an ecological context and that young people do not exist in isolation
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). As Bordonaro (2012) has suggested, adults appraise children’s agency
within frameworks that distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate agency. In these
instances, while young people’s behavior is judged in relation to other young people, young
people’s agency is not considered as relational with other actors and institutions (Skelton &
Gough, 2013). In response to these limits in the field, a more complete view of children’s agency
understands a child as a social actor, acting in relation, within, and/or between other actors and
structures to foster an ecology for their own social and political agency. Acknowledging this
alternative way of conceptualizing and researching agency, which examines the conditions for
children’s agency, is a political project in itself.
As Ruck, Peterson-Badali, Elisha, and Tenenbaum (2018) have pointed out, most
developmental psychology has largely moved away from narrow, static, decontextualized
portrayals of children’s development. Furthermore, those who work from a child rights
perspective, youth engagement, and young people’s well-being recognize the importance of
social, political, and contextual factors on children as agents in their development (Ruck et al.,
2018). As Ruck and his colleagues warn, framing developmental psychology as being in conflict
with sociology of childhood sets up a false dichotomy that can unnecessarily hinder scholars
from building upon each other’s work (Ruck et al., 2018). Notwithstanding important ascensions
in the field however, those whose work is primarily in governance and not young people may
still be drawing on more traditional conceptions of children and childhood. Arguments and
recommendations that are built on the understanding and respect of children as active agents
better respond to and navigate the supports and barriers in their developmental contexts.
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Contemporary scholars of children and youth not only recognize young people as
competent and agentic actors, they also see them as full members of their communities alongside
adults. As active participants in determining the conditions of their communities, young people
are both subjects and objects of political agency (Kallio & Häkli, 2015). Kallio and Häkli (2015)
stress that all practices that seek to promote young people’s participation are inextricably linked
with situated processes of socialization and subject formation. Thus, research on these
inseparable aspects of engaging young people in a complex political and social environment
must be understood within their contexts (Kallio & Häkli, 2015). Young people’s participation in
society has the potential to not only change their environment, but also to change how society
takes all people’s views into account, the democratic quality of their communities.
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Young People’s Political Participation
Young People’s Participation in Democracy
Drawing on the work of Jürgen Habermas (1974) and Iris Marion Young (1991), Jessica
Kulynych (2001) asserts that the participation of all citizens —including children —is necessary
for the building of a robust democracy. Because children offer a unique social perspective, their
views must be included in the democratic practice of public deliberation that seeks the most just
solutions to common problems. Although democratic theorists have argued that children are not
citizens with a full complement of civil, political, and social rights (see Kulynych, 2001), the
CRC explicitly sets forth the obligation for the state to include even those who are below the age
of 18 as contributors to society. According to a children’s rights approach, states have a duty to
build and maintain the structures necessary to include children as participants in democracies.
Children’s rights to participation are often accorded on the basis that they be consistent
with the interest of the state (Daiute, 2008). This presents a significant tension which is also a
significant opportunity: to hold states accountable for providing the mechanisms and processes
for children to participate, even if their views are not consistent with those of the state. An
international legal instrument such as the CRC is a tool by which states can be held accountable
for maintaining such thoroughly democratic conditions.
Opportunities for children to be recognized as having meaningful contributions, and to
make decisions collaboratively with adults, are critical components of democracy (Hart, 1992).
Young people’s participation in political decision making has the potential to vastly increase the
impact young people have on the policies and programs that guide their lives (Hart, 1992). While
not all activities by young people are successful in influencing the outcomes of governmental
decision-making, the experience of working with others to have their views taken into account
also fosters young people’s understanding of democracy. Young people’s participation in

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

12

activities that have bearing on their own lives demonstrates that all people —including the most
vulnerable —can and should have the opportunity to shape the conditions of their lives. Young
people’s participation is an exhibition of agency in democracy.
Despite growing interest in the participation of young people, the serious establishment
of mechanisms for including children in political systems is lacking (Bartlett, 2005; Wyness,
2006). Although it is encouraging to find examples around the world where young people are
being accorded more political rights, such as lowering the voting age in Ireland or the
development of a youth parliament in Sierra Leone, generally the practice of recognizing young
people’s contributions still lags behind the rhetoric (Naker et al., 2007; Skelton & Gough, 2013).
Young people’s political participation in the democratic processes that govern their lives has yet
to become realized.
Democratic Governance and Young People’s Participation
Governance is the process through which members of a community make decisions about
how their community operates. Governance includes the structures, mechanisms, and activities
for community members to make and implement these decisions. In the governance process,
citizens engage in policy development, programming, and the provision of services, and gather
information about each of these components to shape subsequent decisions. The input of the
citizenry is an important and foundational element of governance. Participation is constitutive of
democracy, and good governance involves democratic participation.
Recognizing their agency, child rights advocates have championed young people’s
participation in the governance of their communities. Young people can assist the state in
exercising its functions for the common good, specifically in governance processes such as
planning, policymaking, and resource allocation (Couzens, 2017; Theis, 2010). While some see
children’s participation in governance as a means to disseminate information and mobilize
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cooperation with well-established policies, others see it as an opportunity to transform existing
decision-making systems (Chawla & Heft, 2002). In addition to contributing to specific
governance functions, young people can also play an important role in participatory democracy
by sharing political power and holding the state accountable (Couzens, 2017). Participation can
be both a means to transform existing decision-making systems, and to mobilize cooperation and
disseminate information.
Unfortunately, none of these potential outcomes can be realized without sustained
opportunities for young people to participate in the public decision-making environment (Theis,
2010). Actively engaging young people as participants and decision-makers in governance
activities demands that they be respected for their own views and be held responsible for their
actions (Theis, 2010). The actualization of children’s participation in governance requires a
genuine understanding and embrace of children’s political agency, and a commitment to giving
young people the opportunity to voice their thoughts, to hearing young people’s concerns, and to
taking young people’s perspectives into account. Opportunities for young people’s political
participation may or may not sufficiently meet these requirements for actualization. As James
Gibson’s (1977) concept of affordances—what the environment offers the user of the
environment —makes clear, young people can only meaningfully participate if the opportunities
available to them afford their engagement as political agents.
International development agencies such as the United Nations Development Programme
and the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) have developed tools to
evaluate programs to promote participatory democracy and governance; such tools give the
impression that democracy can be achieved by going through a prescriptive checklist. While
these tools examine important factors such as the efficiency, responsiveness, and accountability
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of existing governance structures, they do not speak to how democratically accessible they are.
These approaches presume that all citizens have an equal opportunity to engage with existing
governance structures, and are unconscious of how marginalized groups may not be able to
access them let alone transform them. In practice, governance structures have an invisible logic
that perpetuates the reproduction of a political system that continues to disempower, marginalize,
and render segments of the population invisible (Fraser, 1990).
Such prescriptive methods for understanding and analyzing governance reveal a
centralized, unidirectional approach to governing. Governance structures need to be receptive to
contestation or even radical reorganizing, especially if they are to meaningfully engage children.
Nonetheless, analysis of participatory governance cannot assume an ideal form; Habermas
(1974) has pointed out that such an ideal public sphere—where citizens are equally able to
participate in discourses regarding issues concerning the community—would immediately be
shown to be corruptible.
In Rethinking the Public Sphere, Nancy Fraser (1990) contends that “arrangements that
accommodate contestation [in contrast to deliberation] among a plurality of competing publics
better promote the ideal of participatory parity than does a single, comprehensive, overarching
public” (p. 66). She advocates for the proliferation of subaltern counterpublics where members
of subordinated groups can circulate counter-discourses. These are spaces for withdrawal and
regrouping, as well as training grounds for activities that agitate wider publics. Through these
acts, subaltern counterpublics offset without eradicating unjust participatory privileges of
dominant groups. By promoting a multiplicity of publics, Fraser (1990) addresses both the
dominance-subordination dynamics within stratified societies, and the “possibility of combining
social equality, cultural diversity, and participatory democracy” in more egalitarian societies (p.
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70). Participatory governance within a wide, vibrant, multiplicity of publics in practice would
allow for and even encourage continued contestation within and between its structures. A deeply
democratic participatory governance system must be continually reflexive of inequitable power
dynamics and dynamically address exclusion by altering its structures and processes.
Young People’s Participation in Non-State Sponsored Opportunities
We must be cautious; the proliferation of activities labeled as “child participation” runs
the risk that only those that fit comfortably within the goals of adults such as funders,
policymakers, and program implementers are lauded, whereas those that do not are disregarded
(Tisdall, 2008). This is especially important because children’s political participation is often at
the hands of adults who are the de facto gatekeepers of state-sponsored political mechanisms
(Hinton, 2008). Adult gatekeepers of child participation can be the very barriers to more
democratic systems. For example, when young people from the landless agricultural workers’
movement sought to set up a Youth Council, they were met with resistance from the established
adult hierarchy (Butler, Princeswal, & Abreau, 2007). Even adults who are engaged in the
struggle to have their voices heard and their needs taken into account can and do stymy
children’s efforts to participate in democratic governance (Butler et al., 2007). Simple inclusion
within state decision-making mechanisms cannot be the only indicator of governance that is
more democratic (Dryzek, 2000).
Researchers who study youth social movements have criticized narrow definitions of
what constitutes young people’s political participation (Su, 2010). Children’s political
participation is often encouraged and funneled through municipal and school councils,
discounting other forms of participation (Hart, 2014). Only considering activities that directly
engage with formal state political systems, such as voting and letter writing, misses the myriad
ways in which young people are already agents of political participation (Su, 2010). Often,
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children’s political practices outside of formal political mechanisms are dismissed as distracting
or troublemaking (Raby, 2014). Young people’s contributions through participation
opportunities that are not sponsored by the state should be taken more seriously (Jeffrey, 2013).
In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau (1984) distinguishes between the
strategy and tactics that shape a city. De Certeau conceives of the processes that institutions use
to constitute and cement their power as “strategies.” Formal government institutions govern the
city through mechanisms that mystify their strategies by obscuring where power is concentrated
and occluding pathways to that power. This is differentiated from “tactics,” the ways that
individuals and groups without formal institutional roles can exert influence by utilizing
alternative ways of seeing and engaging with official elements to resist and subvert power (de
Certeau, 1984; O’Toole & Gale, 2008).
Drawing on de Certeau’s theories, I consider forms of participation sponsored by the
formal state political system as a particular subset within the many potential forms that young
people’s participation takes. I refer to all forms of political participation as “opportunities” but
distinguish between formal, state-sponsored forms of engagement, and informal forms of
participation, on the basis of which have and which do not have a recognized pathway to formal
state decision-making mechanisms and power. O’Toole and Gale (2008) argue that even those
participatory opportunities for which the state acts as a gatekeeper can be “conquered by civil
society demands for inclusion” (p. 370). O’Toole and Gale (2008) also point out how young
people may employ tactics that utilize the language and procedures of state institutions,
piggybacking on state mechanisms to create opportunities for more meaningful and democratic
participation.
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Increasing the role of children and young people in participatory governance mechanisms
holds the potential for a “far-reaching democratization of governance and the recognition and
inclusion of children and young people as democratic agents” (O’Toole & Gale, 2008, p. 371).
Although what Roger Hart (2014) considers “weak forms of representative political
participation, like school councils and municipal councils” are valuable as one form of political
participation, we need to engage young people in other forms of community development (p.
136). More formal mechanisms for young people’s political participation should be integrated
with the building of more participatory opportunities, resulting in a more complex and
multifaceted approach to incorporating young people within a more deeply democracy society
(Hart, 2014).
When children are included through non-governmental organizations that receive state
recognition, they benefit from more political clout as “a legitimate group in the policy process”
and are more likely to influence decisions (Arnott, 2008, p364; Kimiagar & Hart, 2017). Meda
Couzens cautions against defaulting to engaging children through organizations where structures
and functions often resemble adult structures (2017). It is particularly tempting for those seeking
to implement opportunities for youth participation to take advantage of well-meaning
organizations that can facilitate bringing children together and obtaining parental consent, and
can serve as a shortcut for governments aiming to satisfy child advocates (Couzens, 2017). It is
ultimately the duty of states, however, to establish and manage opportunities for democratically
engaging all children, even children who do not elect to be part of an organization.
The interplay between state-supported opportunities for participation and young people’s
tactics to open up opportunities are particularly interesting as governments experiment with
engaging citizens through digital media. Digital technology has been used around the world to
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connect citizens directly with their governments, especially people who are traditionally
marginalized or hard to reach (Peixoto & Fox, 2016). Interactive digital technology can be a
fertile platform to facilitate two-way communication between governments and young people;
95% of youth 12–17 have access to a smart phone and 88% have access to a computer at home;
45% say they are online “almost constantly” (Pew Research Center, 2018). Digital mechanisms
maintained by the state as a formal strategy for citizen engagement can also be subverted—
mechanisms that were not designed for young people can and have been reworked by young
people to express their views.
Young People’s Political Participation Through Social Media
Social media is the most accessible opportunity for many young people to participate in
the social and political discursive spheres. Young people are not only consumers and traders in
social media, they are also creators and contributors. Social media serves as a platform for young
people to articulate and circulate their views on issues that concern them (Jenkins et al., 2018).
Social media also functionally connects young people as community members to a space where
the social and political can be teased apart through discourse (Maher & Earl, 2019). The sharing
of experiences and perspectives can reveal mutual values and facilitate a sense of camaraderie
between members of the community (Nekmat, Gower, Gonzenback, & Flanagin, 2015).
Social media is also a medium through which young people gain political education,
connect with peers, and mobilize for social change (Maher & Earl, 2019). In a meta-analytic
review of youth social media use and political engagement, Skoric and colleagues (2015) found
that social media use generally has a positive relationship with citizen engagement, political
participation, and social capital. In particular, they found a positive relationship between these
and the expressive, informational, and relational uses of social media (Skoric et al., 2015).
Moreover, young people who are in environments that are not supportive of their political
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agency use social media to engage politically both online as well as offline (Maher & Earl,
2019).
Young people are not the only demographic to use social media to connect with others
and form communities around their political values. A majority of American adults also consider
social media as a venue for them to express themselves about their political beliefs (Pew
Research Center, 2018). A recent study by the Pew Research Center (2018) found that 37% of
American adults felt that social media afforded them the opportunity to bring issues out into the
public sphere to be discussed. Sixty-nine percent of US adults (not just social media users) said it
was very or somewhat important for getting elected officials to pay attention to issues (Pew
Research Center, 2018). Sixty-seven percent said social media was useful for creating sustained
movements for social change whereas slightly less (58%) said it was useful for influencing
policy decisions (Pew Research Center, 2018). The majority of Americans think that social
media affords them the opportunity to bring about political change.
Until very recently, governance had to be conducted in physical spaces such as Council
Halls, committee rooms, or Mayor’s offices. Since the proliferation of digital technology,
governments are extending opportunities for participation through digital and online methods,
especially as a means to collect data, gather perspectives, and share information. Whereas all but
a few political opportunities exclude young people explicitly by design or implicitly through
practice, digital opportunities have the potential to afford more democratic participation.
Governments’ forays into harnessing digital technology may transform the sociopolitical
environment in a way that respects and affords young people’s political agency.
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Young People’s Perception of their Right to Participate in Governance
The clearest indicator of whether young people’s right to participation in governance is
respected is whether young people themselves perceive that they have agency to participate. This
has led researchers to investigate children and young people’s understandings and perceptions of
governance structures and processes. Studies of young people’s conceptions of their rights began
as a distinct branch of political science on the “political socialization” of children, rather than
within psychology (Berti, 2005, p. 2). This branch of research assumed young people to be
“citizens in the making,” and began from the position that “for a democratic political system to
work, its citizens should have a minimum understanding of its organization and the topics of
political deliberation” (Berti, 2005; T.H. Marshall, 1950, p.25 as cited in Lister, Smith,
Middleton, & Cox, 2003). Since observations were based on testing young people on specific
civic and political facts, these studies generally led to negative conclusions about children’s
political competencies (Helwig & Turiel, 2002).
As developmental theories began to move away from models centering universal stages
of child development, which considered children incompetent at manipulating abstract concepts,
researchers sought to understand young people’s perceptions and interpretations as mediated by
experiences familiar to them. Research into young people’s understandings of principles dealing
with politics and governance found that their capacity to recognize their rights was contextually
based (Rizzini & Thapliyal, 2007). In research conducted with young people, few could name
voting as a responsibility of citizenship, yet they could clearly articulate the meaning of rights in
the context of their day-to-day lives (Lister, et al., 2003; Rizzini & Thapliyal, 2007).
Although young people may not always use the language of rights and democratic
governance, when researchers engage young people in contextualized conversations, these
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concepts are useful for discussing issues that are relevant to their lives and experiences (Lister et
al., 2003; Skelton, 2010). Moreover, as young people become more comfortable with the
concepts of democratic governance, they voluntarily espouse perspectives that are congruent
with and support democratic participation in governance (Barrett & Buchanan-Barrow, 2002,
Helwig & Turiel, 2002, Lister et al., 2003). Young people believe that decisions arrived at
through democratic means are more binding than decisions made through non-democratic means
(Helwig & Turiel, 2002). Lister and colleagues (2003) found that young people believed that the
right and genuine opportunity to have a say and be heard is at the heart of democracy.
In a study conducted by Taylor, Smith, and Gallop (2008), when young people were
asked to identify what key rights would be in an imaginary country, their responses reveal the
core value of the right to participation. For example, youth named these as key rights: to have a
say, to be listened to, to be respected like an adult, to be given opportunities to discuss issues,
and to have a youth representative on the local council (Morrow, 1999; Taylor, Smith, & Gollop,
2008). Young people specifically referred to desires such as “to have a say,” “a way to get their
ideas to the government,” and “to be involved and consulted about strategic planning as plans
may now affect them in the future” (Taylor, et al., 2008). Even when young people do not use the
language of rights or democracy, they consider their right to participation in governance as
fundamental to a democratic society (Taylor, et al., 2008).
Despite being active agents in their communities, young people’s agency to participate in
decisions that affect them is scarcely recognized (Wyness, 2006). While governments from
Brazil to the United Kingdom have developed forums for young people to share their
perspectives, and mechanisms for their thoughts to be heard by decision-makers, these are
necessary but not sufficient for engaging young people in governance (Cabannes, 2005; Cahill &
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Hart, 2006; Wyness, 2001). In order to fully respect young people’s rights to participation they
also must have access to opportunities to contribute to decision-making. A genuine commitment
to participation cannot be satisfied by simply allowing for a one-way passage of opinions from
children to adults; it also requires, at a minimum, that the adults in power present back to
children evidence that the children were listened to and how any final decision took their
perspectives into account. By reducing young people’s right to participation to their right to
express their voices and be heard, we acknowledge their capacity for self-reflection, selforganization, and taking responsibility in their own lives, but we restrict young people from
shaping the conditions for their own development, including the community and society in which
they live.
Research on young people’s perspectives shows that, although they may not use the
language of rights, young people believe that all members of a community should be included in
its decision-making, and that participation is a fundamental right of a democratic society (Helwig
& Turiel, 2002; Lister et al., 2003; Taylor et al, 2008). To truly accord young people their right to
participation, governments must systematically maintain opportunities for young people to
express their opinions, sincerely listen to their concerns, and contribute to making decisions on
matters that affect them.
In the US, people who experience socioeconomic and racialized forms of domination and
marginalization participate less in the political system, as do young people, compared to White,
more affluent, and older people (APSA Task Force on Inequality and American Democracy,
2004). Young people tend not to identify with traditional, formal forms of politics (Galston,
2001) and perceive such forms as less representative of their political interests (Youniss et al.,
2002). Young people are often portrayed as either politically apathetic and withdrawn, or, in the
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other extreme, as agitators and hooligans (Checkoway, Allison, & Montoya, 2005). As yet, “the
political power young people wield through their practices, resistance, strategies and challenges”
remains unrecognized (Skelton, 2010, p. 147).
Youth of color in particular view traditional, formal politics as having less resonance with
their lived experience (Gordon, 2007), and are less likely to participate in traditional, formal
forms of political actions such as joining political organizations or voting (Diemer & Li, 2011).
Diemer and Li (2011) hypothesize that the legacies of structural constraints that disenfranchise
racial and ethnic minorities, and their limited access to social action organizations, contributed to
this tendency. Youth of color view formal and informal forms of political action as distinct forms
of political participation (Diemer, 2012; Taft, 2006; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Diemer and Li
(2011) also found that youth of color are more likely to participate in informal political actions
such as protests, marches, or demonstrations.
Tracey Skelton (2007) decries the preponderance of uncritical discourse on democracy as
focusing on the wrong question: rather than asking what is wrong with young people, scholars
need to ask what is wrong with democracy. Young people’s disenchantment towards democratic
processes is an indication of the problematic nature of contemporary democratic processes.
Plowing forward to encourage young people to participate in democratic processes that
disenfranchise them risks cultivating conformity and an acceptance of the status quo. To do so
would reproduce democratic systems and processes that continue to marginalize young people.
Situating Young People’s Participation in Local Governance
While the CRC holds state governments responsible for according young people’s rights,
implementing young people’s right to participation in decision-making about their communities
can and should occur at all levels of governance (Bartlett, 2005; Hart, 2014). John Gaventa
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(2006) asserts that there is no single entry point for participation into democratic governance,
and thus young people’s right to participate in governance can take place at more local levels of
governance. Checkoway, Allison, and Montoya (2005) assert that the local level is a strategic
level for young people to engage as it provides mechanisms for “policy analysis, goal setting,
decision making, organizational development, and program implementation” (p. 1151).
Furthermore, pre-adolescent children’s geographic orbit is typically restricted to the
neighborhood level; for them, this is the level in which they can most effectively participate
(Hart, 1997). Older children and youth often have experiences beyond their immediate
neighborhood, thereby making participation in city governance more of a possibility. In
recognition of this, and in accordance with their duties as delineated in the CRC, governments
across the world have begun to develop different mechanisms to involve young people in
decision-making about their local communities (Bartlett, 2005).
Although cities are adapting ways to engage young people in democratic governance,
whether they meaningfully implement opportunities that accord young people’s right to
participation is unclear. Young people are already contributing to the development of their
communities, and are interested in participating in the decision-making that affects them and
their communities (J. Hart & Tyrer, 2006; Taylor et al., 2008). For governments to fully accord
young people’s rights to participation and to respecting young people’s political agency in
democracy, local governments are a key site needed to provide opportunities for young people to
participate in democratic governance.
The Context for Young People’s Participation in New York City Governance
New York City is one local government that has passed a resolution to support the CRC,
thus taking on the duty and responsibility to accord young people’s rights to participation. In
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practical terms, the city has committed itself to engaging young people as agents in democratic
governance by providing opportunities for them to voice their views, to be heard, and to have
their views taken into account on matters that affect them.
Although only a few city agencies have experimented with children’s participation, the
New York City government has developed some mechanisms to listen to young people’s voices,
and even to take their views into account. These include advisory boards, public hearings, and
participatory budgeting assemblies. While these mechanisms can be ways for young people to
participate in city governance, we do not know if these mechanisms in practice fully accord
young people’s right to participate. Young people have consistently been active participants in
participatory budgeting, contributed fiery testimonies at the Department of Education’s public
hearings, and organized vibrant protests of biased police tactics, unjust immigration policies, and
inequitable political-economic systems. Especially since young people have demonstrated a
desire to have their views taken into account on matters that affect them, their desire should be
met with opportunities to participate. New York City must provide young people with
meaningful opportunities to participate in city governance—mechanisms to voice their concerns,
to be heard, and to have their concerns taken into consideration in the governance of the city.
In line with respecting young people’s rights to participation, especially regarding issues
that directly concern them, young people’s perspectives should be central to understanding the
current state of young people’s participation in New York City governance. As the city continues
to develop and expand its mechanisms to engage young people, we do not know how these
mechanisms are being perceived by young people themselves. Most importantly, we do not
know if young people feel that there are mechanisms for them to influence decisions that
determine the conditions of their lives, nor how those mechanisms fit within other opportunities
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for participation in their lives. The current study will examine young people’s views of their
opportunities to participate in New York City governance through their perceptions of
opportunities to voice their perspectives, to be heard, and to contribute to decision-making. It
also seeks to understand young people’s perceptions of the quality of these opportunities for
participation —how meaningful, democratic, and supportive of young people’s political agency
they are.
Study Rationale
Given that children’s right to participation is considered a fundamental principle
according to the Committee on the Rights of the Child and the CRC, that young people have the
agency to participate, and that young people themselves consider participation to be fundamental
to democratic governance, providing opportunities for young people’s participation in
governance needs to move from rhetoric to practice. Hearkening to the criticisms of the
implementation of children’s participation, opportunities for young people’s participation in
governance can also be tokenistic, insufficiently child-friendly, and undemocratic (Bartlett, 2005;
Chawla & Heft, 2002). To transcend the persistent mismatch between young people and
participatory processes, we need to understand children’s perspectives of what they envisage as
effective and meaningful participation, and what inspires and permits them to act as agents in
transforming democratic processes.
I use the concept of participation to establish that young people need to be accorded their
right to have their views taken into account on matters that affect them. The term young people
includes both children and youth, defined by the United Nations General Assembly as people
ages 15-24 (United Nations General Assembly, 1981). In practice, especially in the US, young
people's contributions continue to be marginalized even after they have obtained the age of
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majority (Taft, 2006). Therefore, in this current investigation I focus on gaining the perspectives
of young people aged 18 to 24 as they have reached the age of majority but are often still
encumbered by biases against their age group.
Ultimately, the best judges of the extent to which opportunities for meaningfully
democratic participation respect young people as political agents are young people themselves.
After all, young people are the primary beneficiaries, target stakeholders, and rights holders of
mechanisms for young people’s participation in governance. Thus, asking for young people’s
perception of opportunities for their participation in governance is both in accordance with their
participation rights as well as critical to good democratic governance.
Research Questions
The central research question this dissertation aims to answer is: How do young people
perceive their opportunities to participate in city governance, and why?
To answer this question, I will investigate several sub-questions:
1.

How do young people perceive the availability of opportunities for participation
in city governance, and why?
a. How do young people perceive their opportunities to express their views in
city governance, and why?
b. How do young people perceive their opportunities to be heard in city
governance, and why?
c. How do young people perceive their opportunities to have their perspectives
taken into consideration in city governance, and why?

2.

How do young people perceive the quality of opportunities to participate in city

governance, and why?
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a.

How do young people perceive how meaningful opportunities to

participate in city governance are, and why?
b.

How do young people perceive how democratic opportunities to

participate in city governance are, and why?
c.

How do young people perceive how opportunities to participate in city

governance affect their political agency, and why?
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Methodology
Research Design
This is a qualitative study of young people’s perspectives of their opportunities to
participate in city governance. I collected data using two different methods: focus groups and
individual interviews.
The focus groups invited participants to discuss their perceptions of opportunities for
young people’s participation in New York City governance as a group. The focus groups
involved participants writing short responses to questions about young people’s participation on
sticky notes and sharing them with the group. I then facilitated a group discussion centered on
thematic questions, which were supplemented by probative questions to elicit participants’
perceptions of their opportunities to participate in city governance.
I also conducted individual semi-structured interviews that allowed more time and
comfort to explore participants’ personal reflections and experiences. Individual interviews were
also semi-structured around questions designed to elicit participant’s experiences, perceptions,
and opinions on the core themes of this research.
To answer my research questions, I analyzed the data collected from the focus groups and
individual interviews of young people’s perceptions of opportunities to participate in city
governance. I coded participants’ mentions and responses that corresponded with the themes of
levels of participation (organized around the three components of “to express,” “to be heard,”
and “to be taken into consideration”), meaningful participation, political agency, and democratic
participation based on my research questions. In analyzing this qualitative data, I looked for
recurring concepts and patterns, and made note of dissensions in different participants’
responses.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

30

Participants and Eligibility
The population for this study includes New York City youth aged 18–24. The sample was
for young people 18–24 who have lived in New York City for at least three years. I chose to
sample young people aged 18–24 because I am interested in participants’ perspectives, opinions,
and experiences. Therefore, I chose to collect data from those who are able to both reflect on
their experiences from before turning 18 years old as well as after they had passed the age of
majority. The networks and organizations that I recruited participants through primarily include
and recruit young people who are 18 and above. Also, recruiting research participants who are 18
and above facilitated a more streamline recruitment process where participants would be able to
provide consent immediately. Recruiting participants who are below the age of 18 would require
that they obtain parental consent before data collection sessions thereby adding an additional step
to the recruitment process. I added the condition that participants have lived in New York City
for at least three years as an inclusion criteria so that their views on New York City would be
based on their knowledge and experience of New York City.
Participants recruited for this research study are not representative of all young people in
New York City. These young people do, however, offer the unique perspective of a sample that
is interested in opportunities for participation in governance. Although it is important not to
project the perspectives of young people who are interested in opportunities to participate in city
governance onto all New York City youth, it is a useful to understand this group’s particular
perspectives as a starting point.
Before their inclusion in the present study, I did not know if any of these young people
had participated in or were currently participating in any New York City governance
mechanisms. Since it remains an unanswered question as to whether current or previous
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participation will influence young people’s perceptions of all opportunities for participation in
governance, this will be recorded in the individual interviews.
Participants were excluded if they were under the age of 18 or over the age of 25.
Participants were also excluded if they had not lived in New York City for three years.
Participants who had not lived in New York City for at least three years would not have had
sufficient time to deeply engage with the city, be exposed to opportunities for participation, or
pursue or engage in opportunities to participate in city governance.
Compensation
This study contributes to existing work on young people’s right to participation and
democratic governance. By gaining a greater understanding of how young people perceive their
opportunities to participate in city governance, methods to engage young people can be improved
to enhance democratic participation in urban socio-political systems. There was no direct benefit
for youth participating in this study.
Participants were, however, compensated for the time and travel associated with
participating in research procedures. Participants were given the choice of receiving one voucher
for a movie ticket to an AMC theatre, one voucher for a movie ticket at a Regal cinema (the
average cost of a movie ticket in New York City is $14.30), or one $10 gift card for Target
Stores; all participants also received a $5.50 MetroCard. The voucher for a movie ticket or gift
card was to compensate participants for their time, and the MetroCard was to compensate
participants for the estimated expense of traveling to and from the research site. Participants of
both the individual interview and the focus groups were offered a MetroCard and their choice of
a movie voucher or a gift card regardless of whether they chose not to answer a question or
decided to leave. Compensation was given at the end of each session.
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Consent
Paper copies of the consent form were made available to prospective participants before
focus groups and interviews. I also emailed electronic copies of the consent form to prospective
participants before the day of the session, specifying that they did not have to sign the consent
form before our scheduled session and that paper copies would be available at the session. As I
organized focus group sessions with the liaisons of the three focus groups, I emailed them copies
of the consent form that they could share with potential participants to review before the
scheduled dates. At the scheduled start of focus groups, prospective participants were given the
opportunity to read the consent form and ask any questions.
The consent form explained that participation was voluntary, that should they wish to
leave at any point, they were free to do so. Participation in this study carried minimal risk,
including of discomfort (as much as a person was likely to face through typical daily activities), and
breaches to participant privacy, breaches to data confidentiality, and/or discomfort in answering
questions. The consent form informed participants that in the event of emotional distress or
discomfort they had the right to take a break, skip a question, terminate their participation in the
focus group or withdraw from the study at any point without penalty; this event did not arise.
The consent form also communicated that the time and travel expenses of their participation
would be compensated with a $5.50 MetroCard and their choice of either a $10 gift card or a
voucher for a movie ticket. The form made clear that receiving compensation did not depend on
their participation throughout the procedures, and that they would receive these even if they
decided to end their participation in the focus group or interview. Lastly, the consent form
specified that the focus groups and interviews would be audio recorded. I made sure that
participants signed the consent form before I engaged in any research procedures.
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Sample Demographics
The focused sample of 33 participants for this study was recruited via organizations and
networks that offer their young adult members some political or activist civic engagement
activities, who were informed that the study was about how the city engages young people in
governance. Thirty young people participated in three focus groups, and three young people
participated in individual interviews. Of the 33 participants, 17 self-identified as male, and 16
self-identified as female. In terms of race/ethnicity, 20 participants self-identified as
Black/African American/Afro-Caribbean, 10 self-identified as Hispanic/Latinx, two selfidentified as Asian, and one self-identified as Asian-African American.
Recruitment
I am interested in young people’s perceptions of their opportunities to participate in city
governance. As such, I recruited young people in New York City through a combination of broad
email outreach, social media posts, and direct networking with people and organizations that
work with young people aged 18–24 in New York City.
Email Blasts
The City University of New York (CUNY) School of Professional Studies’ Youth
Studies Program has cultivated connections with organizations, institutions, and agencies that
work for and/or with youth in New York City. The Director of the Youth Studies program sent
out my broadcast email to the network that the program has accumulated. The broadcast email
asked that these organizations, institutions, and agencies forward the enclosed recruitment email
to any young people with which they worked, or to their own networks which may have included
young people. The recruitment email also encouraged young people to share it with other young
people who were interested in shaping issues affecting them in New York City.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

34

The recruitment email described the purpose of this study and my interest in their
perspectives on how the city engages young people in governance, and invited young people to
participate in a focus group. The recruitment email included key information such as eligibility
criteria, the estimated time involved, and the compensation offered to participants. Participants
who were interested in participating in a focus group were directed to sign up via an online form.
For greater detail on the broadcast and recruitment email, please refer to Appendix 1.
Social Media
I posted the recruitment flyer via social media accounts that I have access to including
my personal Facebook, Twitter, and Reddit accounts. As a member of the Intergenerational
Change Initiative, a participatory action research group housed at the CUNY School of
Professional Studies, I also have access to these social media accounts, and I posted flyers on the
group’s Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram accounts. Although none of the participants that
ultimately participated in the study were recruited via social media, my recruitment efforts on
these channels were engaged. The link to the online form was created via bitly.com, which
registers the media channels through which the link was accessed. Of the 72 clicks on the link to
the focus group sign-up form, 65 (90%) were directly via users typing the link into a web
browser or through hyperlinks embedded in the recruitment email, two clicks (3%) were directed
via Reddit, two clicks (3%) were directed via Facebook, and three clicks (4%) were directed via
other channels.
Networking
Initially, as a component of my efforts to recruit participants into focus groups, I reached
out through my professional networks to disseminate the flyers. My colleagues relayed that
recruitment for focus groups would be more fruitful if they were held where the young people
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they were in contact with already attended. In response, I adapted the recruitment process to
invite young people to participate in focus groups at my colleague’s respective work locations.
Queens College. I contacted an academic colleague who is a faculty member in the Urban
Studies Department at Queens College. This faculty member offered to host a focus group and
circulated the recruitment flier to students on the email list for the Urban Studies department. I
coordinated with him to organize a focus group on Wednesday, December 12, 2018 at Queens
College, and invited potential participants who fit within this study’s eligibility criteria to
participate.
Red Hook Initiative. I reached out to a colleague who works in youth development with
the Red Hook Initiative in Brooklyn. She put me in contact with the Program Manager for the
Young Adult Digital Stewards Program. The Young Adult Digital Stewards Program trains young
people who are out of school in digital media skills. The Program Manager shared the
recruitment email with the program’s members and we arranged a focus group to be held at the
Youth Adult Digital Stewards Program studio on Thursday, January 17, 2019.
Youth conference. As part of my work with the Intergenerational Change Initiative, my
research team and I participated in the Say Yes to YOUth conference held at the Bank Street
College of Education on Saturday, December 15, 2018. During the conference, our team hosted a
table at a resource fair where the Intergenerational Change Initiative shared our work with
conference attendees. While there, I had the opportunity to recruit potential participants for a
focus group at the Graduate Center. Although two potential participants signed up on this day,
neither were able to join a focus group and did not become part of this study.
Beacon Center. A team member of the Intergenerational Change Initiative was also the
Senior Director of CAMBA Education and Youth Development. She connected me with both the
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Director of the Beacon Center at Public School 361 in Flatbush, Brooklyn, and the Program lead
of their Collegiate Express Program. The Collegiate Express Program assists students with their
academics and the process of applying to college. The Program lead invited me to conduct a
focus group with members of the program on Wednesday, February 13, 2019.
Data Collection Sites
I had originally planned on conducting focus groups and interviews at the Graduate
Center, CUNY. As I shifted my focus group recruitment to working with organizations and
institutions that could potentially host a focus group with young people they interact with, it was
more effective and logistically simple to expand my research sites. One focus group was held in
the Urban Studies department conference room at Queens College in Queens, NY. Another focus
group was held in the Young Adult Digital Stewards studio of the Red Hook Initiative in
Brooklyn, NY. A third focus group was held at the CAMBA Beacon’s Collegiate Express
program at P.S. 361 in Brooklyn, NY.
Focus Groups
Procedure
I invited participants to discuss their perceptions of opportunities for young people’s
participation in New York City governance in focus groups. Focus groups included 7–14
participants and took 50–90 minutes. For a more detailed description of the focus group
procedures, please refer to the protocol Appendix 3.
First, I asked participants to identify some things about the city that they would like to
see changed. This was a way to establish that young people have views and opinions about their
city, and that they have contributions to public discourse on how the city does or does not work
for them. Participants were encouraged to write their responses on sticky notes and post them on
chart paper posted on the walls where focus groups took place. By posting their responses on the
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chart paper, participants shared their responses with the group which then spurred more
responses from participants, instigating disagreements and agreements over which the group
deliberated.
Next, participants were asked how young people can tell if their contributions are heard,
and how they can tell if their perspectives are taken into consideration. As with the previous
questions, I posted these questions on large pieces of paper that the entire group could see, and
asked participants to add their sticky-notes to the large paper when they were done. If another
participant wrote something that one agreed with, they could simply add “+1” to that sticky note.
We discussed the answers that the group posted at this point so that there would be some
agreement amongst the group as to what was meant when participants felt that young people
were heard and taken seriously.
At this point, I explained to participants that I was interested in opportunities for
participation and that I was thinking about “participation” in three different ways: opportunities
for young people to express themselves, opportunities for young people to be heard, and
opportunities where young people’s contributions were taken into consideration.
I then scaffolded the next three questions, beginning with “when or where can young
people express their views on matters that affect them?” Participants would name as many
opportunities that they could think of. Then I would pose the next question: “When or where are
young people heard?” In the conversational context of the focus group, I would often refer to the
opportunities that the group named regarding opportunities for young people to express
themselves to ask “of these, which ones do you think are actually heard by people who can do
something about it?” This scaffolding provided further detail about the relationship between
“express” and “heard.” I similarly scaffolded the final question: “when or where are young
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people’s views taken into consideration?” As with the previous question, I would refer to the
opportunities named and discussed in answer to the “express” and “heard” questions to facilitate
the sorting of how different opportunities for participation dealt with different levels of young
people’s participation. If new opportunities were named when the group was discussing a
different level of participation, they would be added to the relevant lists.
Once opportunities were listed on the large pieces of paper, I then asked the group
questions about the qualities of these opportunities for participation. Using probative questions, I
sought to bring out young people’s perspectives about opportunities for young people to
participate in the governance of the city. I specifically probed how meaningful, democratic, and
supportive of young people’s agency these different opportunities for participation were.
Through the focus group discussion, I tried to facilitate an iterative discourse where participants
could respond to one another’s perceptions and experiences, clarify and build on each other’s
responses, and reveal disparate viewpoints. Using the large pieces of paper that were already
posted so that everyone could follow along, I made notes of participants’ responses to the
thematic questions.
I recorded the focus groups via audio recording; other documentation included the large
pieces of paper with participants’ sticky notes, and the notes I made during our discussion.
Interviews
Originally, I had planned on inviting 3–5 focus group participants to a 45–60-minute
individual, semi-structured interview to delve deeper into their experience of trying to get their
views heard on an issue they cared about concerning the city. Instead, I conducted three semistructured interviews with participants who had not participated in a focus group; this change is
explained in further explained in the subsection below.
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The three individual semi-structured interviews I conducted ranged from 45 to 150
minutes in duration and were held at the Graduate Center, CUNY. The central questions of the
interview were designed to elicit participants’ perceptions of how meaningful and democratic
opportunities for participating in city governance are, and how they affect participants’ sense of
political agency. I also asked probative questions to supplement the core thematic questions and
to draw out more detail from participants’ responses.
Modification of Interviewee Selection
Two individual interviews began as failed focus groups. I had arranged two focus groups
where only one person showed up, so I took advantage of the situation to conduct individual
interviews. The benefit of turning a planned focus group into an interview is that participants had
already allotted 120 minutes to the data collection session, so I was able to take advantage of the
time to probe more deeply than I would have been able to during a 45–60 minute interview.
As a result, although I had initially planned on selecting participants for more in-depth
interviews, two participants self-selected by virtue of the situation to become interviewees. An
additional benefit of this adaptation is that these participants had not already been asked the core
questions of the study so the interview questions did not feel repetitive and the probative
questions, especially regarding participants’ own personal experiences, did not feel as intrusive
as they may have among other participants during a focus group.
The third individual interview was also originally planned to be a focus group, but as I
was not able to receive confirmation from other prospective participants for the arranged date
and time, I suggested ahead of time that we conduct an interview instead and the third interview
participant agreed.
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Procedure
The procedures of the interviews mirror those of the focus groups. First, I introduced this
project by explaining that I am interested in young people’s participation in shaping the city, and
in young people’s opportunities to do so. I explained that I am interested in their perceptions
including when they had yet to turn 18, and thus could not participate through voting. The
interviews were semi-structured in format, facilitating probative questions rather than following
a script. To begin eliciting participants’ perspectives, I asked interviewees to tell me about any
activities they may have participated in regarding an issue that concerns them in the city.
Referring to their own example, I asked participants about their experiences, particularly how
meaningful they found their engagement. Having explored a personal example, I then asked
participants more generally about their perspectives of opportunities to participate—specifically
opportunities for young people to voice their views, to be heard, and to have their views taken
into consideration. I probed participants on how democratic and meaningful they felt
opportunities for young people to participate were. I asked young people whether they felt that
they had the power to shape how the city serves its residents. For a more detailed explication of
the interview protocol, please refer to Appendix 4.
Analysis
Data analysis focuses on participants’ responses from individual interviews and focus
groups. Participant responses from both interviews and the focus groups were transcribed and
coded according to the following opportunities for participation: specifically opportunity to
express themselves [express], opportunity to be heard [heard], and opportunity to have their
opinions taken into consideration [considered], opportunity to engage in meaningful participation
[meaningful], opportunity to have agency [agency], and opportunity for participation that is
democratic [democratic].
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These themes were derived from my study of the relevant literature. In particular, the
levels of participation—voiced, heard, considered—were drawn from the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989) and Santos Pais (2000). The basis for meaningful participation was
drawn from the Committee’s General Comment 12 (2009). The theme of agency was drawn
from theories by Bandura (2001, 2006), and, specifically as it pertains to children, from James,
Jenks, and Prout (1998), though with due regard for young people’s contexts as articulated by
Kallio and Häkli (2015). I also analyzed the data under the theme of young people’s democratic
participation as discussed by Hart (1992, 2014) and Hinton (2008).
I used theoretical thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006) to code the
interview data. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method is rigorous in the documentation of the coding
process while facilitating analysis based on theory-derived themes, and also allowing for
unanticipated themes to be documented as a part of the data analysis process.
Data Cleaning
The recordings of the focus group discussions and individual interviews were transcribed
into text. These are supplemented by photographs of participants’ written responses on stickynotes, and by notes from discussions that were recorded during the focus group and interview
sessions. Text transcripts generated from recordings and images of notes from the data collection
sessions form the core set of data that I analyzed in order to answer my research question.
Qualitative data from the individual interviews and focus groups were entered into
Transana, a data analysis program (the data analysis program is discussed in the following
section). The transcripts of each focus group and interview session were entered into Transana as
a case. As the focus groups were the core of this data set, supplemented by the interviews, I
analyzed data from the focus groups first, followed by the individual interviews.
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Thematic Analysis
I designed the focus group and interview questions to elicit responses around the themes I
have identified (see Table 1), and as such, the question design facilitated theoretical thematic
analysis of the data in each case. Although probative questions were more adaptive to the
discussions and might not strictly conform to the questions outlined in Table 1, this formed the
basis of my thematic analysis. This process of analysis is intended to reveal commonalities and
differences in the responses of cases based on these themes.
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Table 1
Questions Designed to Elicit Participants’ Responses to Address Specific Analytical Themes
Theme
Express

Questions
What’s an issue that concerns your community or the city that you really care
about? Can you tell me about how you tried to do something about it? I’m
interested in a wide range of activities; everything to sharing something on
social media, to signing a petition, to joining a protest, to presenting to the city
council… Tell me a story about when you tried to make your voice heard on an
issue.
•

How did you express yourself?

Thinking more broadly now, I am interested in your perspectives on
opportunities for other young people to participate in making decisions on city
matters that affect them. Can you tell me about all the opportunities in the city
for young people to voice their opinions, have their thoughts heard, and have
their views taken into consideration? We can list them out…
•

What are different ways that young people can express their

thoughts about the city to people who may be able to do something about
it?
Heard

Can you tell me about all the opportunities in the city for young people to have
their thoughts heard, and have their views taken into consideration?
•

Are there some ways (some forums) that young people’s

perspectives get heard more than others? Why do you think that is the
case?
•

Do you feel that the ways young people want to participate match

with the ways the city takes people’s views into consideration? How
would you change it?
Considered

Can you tell me about all the opportunities in the city for young people that have
their views taken into consideration?
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Are there opportunities where young people’s perspectives are

taken into consideration on decisions that affect them? If so, tell me
about them.
•

Do you feel there are enough opportunities for young people’s

perspectives to be taken into consideration when decisions are made that
affect them?
Meaningful

Did it feel like your participation mattered, perhaps by changing the process or
influencing the decision?
•

Did you bring forward an issue that was not receiving enough

attention or a particular perspective that was missing?
•

Did adults change the way they work to be more inclusive and

accommodate young people?
•

Did someone, either a young person or an adult, change their

mind because of the conversation or exchange?
•

Young people have different capabilities and levels of capacities

to discuss city matters with adults. Did you feel like [this opportunity for
involving young people] took that into account? If so, how?
Looking at the list of opportunities for participation:
•

What made you feel like young perspectives were genuinely

taken into consideration?
Democratic

Looking at the list of opportunities for participation:
•

Are there some voices that get heard more than others? If so,

which ones and why?
•

Earlier I asked about different types of young people. Are there

opportunities for participation where this makes a difference? Which
ones and how?
Looking at all the ways young people can participate in the city, do you think
some of these encourage some young people to participate more than others do?
•

How might particular groups of young people be more likely to

participate?
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What are some barriers or implicit codes that might prevent some

young people from participating?
•

In a process where young people with different perspectives have

the opportunity to be heard, is the diversity of perspectives within young
people acknowledged? If so, how?
Agency

Can you tell me about a time when you did something that made you feel like
you can make a mark on an issue you care about? Something you did that made
you feel like you had some power to affect change? It can be anything from
getting re-tweeted by someone you admire, to getting legislation passed.
•

What are ways of participating that make you feel more or less

like you can affect change in the city?
•

With the recent shifts in the social and political context, do you

feel like your capacity to participate in conversations or actions to
influence the city has changed?
•

If a younger person told you that they were interested in getting

involved in an issue in the city, what would you advise? Are there
particular approaches? Do they need any particular skills, resources, or
connections?
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Results
The foundation of this study is based on young people’s right to have their views,
experiences, and ideas taken seriously by local governments. This means engaging young people
not only as subjects of research but delving seriously into their perspectives to form our
understanding of how young people view their opportunities to participate in governance. Their
voices are inherently valuable in contributing to knowledge about how to accord young peoples’
rights as democratic participants. This chapter lays out young people’s perspectives on the
quality and significance of their opportunities to participate in city governance.
Identifying the Different Opportunities for Participation
During the focus groups, I asked young people to name opportunities to express their
views, to be heard, and/or to have their views taken into consideration, and to discuss these
opportunities for participation as a group. In fact, the focus groups were themselves opportunities
for young people to express their views, to be heard, or to have their views taken into
consideration as a group. I used the individual interviews that I conducted with three different
individuals to triangulate what was discussed during the three focus groups. Over three focus
groups, young people named 22 opportunities for them to express themselves, 16 opportunities
where they felt they were heard, and 11 opportunities where young people’s perspectives were
taken into consideration on citywide matters that affected them. For a summary of the
opportunities for participation named by study participants, please see Table 2.
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Table 2
Opportunities for Young People to Express Their Views, Be Heard, and Have Their
Views Taken into Consideration and The Number of Focus Groups They Were Named
In
Express
Social media
Internet
Blog
Memes
Podcast
Video games
Mass media
Council Person
Mayor
City Hall
Senate
Community
services/programs
Youth organizations
Youth programs run
by authorities
School
Youth center

Heard
Online engagement
3 Social media
2 Internet

Considered
2 Social media
1

Mass media
1 Mass media
1
Direct access to politicians
1 Council Person
1 Council Person
1
Intergenerational spaces
2 City Hall
1
1

1

1

1
Youth-centered spaces
1 Youth organizations
1 Youth organizations

1

Youth programs run
1
by authorities

1

Community board

Youth programs run
1
by authorities
1
1
Forums
1 Community board

1 Community board

1

Church-community
forums

Church-community
1
forums

Church-community
1
forums

1

Precinct-community
talks

Precinct-community
1
talks
Surveys

Precinct-community
1
talks

1

Neighborhood and
school surveys

Neighborhood and
1
school surveys

Neighborhood and
1
school surveys

1
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Personal relationships
Peer networks
friendships
Creative expression
Art
Music
Fashion
Photography
Video
Posters
Food
Protest
Petition
Rally
Press conference

Peer networks and
friendships
Creative expression
3 Creative expression
Art
Music
Fashion
1

1
2

Citizen-initiated practices
3 Protest
3 Protest
2 Petition
2 Petition
1 Rally
1 Rally
1

1
1
1

Categorizing the Different Opportunities for Participation
To analyze trends, frequencies, and patterns in participants’ discussion of opportunities to
participate in citywide decisions that affect them, I grouped them into 10 categories. I organized
opportunities for participation into categories according to the mode or method participants
sought to engage with others about issues that concerned them at the city level. These include:
online engagement, public media, direct access, intergenerational spaces, youth-centered spaces,
forums, surveys, personal relationships, creative expression, and citizen-initiated practices.
I created a category for “online engagement” specifically because these were the most
consistently-named opportunities for participation across all three focus groups—specifically the
Internet and social media. Under this category I also included blogs, memes, podcasts, and video
games as different ways of using the Internet to share their perspectives with others. Study
participants use blogs, memes, podcasts, and video games as both tools and platforms afforded
by the Internet to participate in discourse. Study participants were very comfortable using the
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Internet to both receive and distribute ideas, reflecting modes and methods that are used on a
daily basis.
I juxtapose social media (within the online engagement category) with traditional media
where young people do not see themselves as the creators of the content that is circulated. The
category of traditional media includes print, radio, and television. Although content that was
originally created for online circulation is sometimes picked up by traditional media, what is
disseminated to the mass population is curated by (adult) editors of these mediums. This
differentiates traditional media from young people’s online engagement; in the latter, they have
the agency to create, publish, and circulate content of their choosing, in the process elevating
what is more meaningful and expanding media’s democratic potential by influencing what
becomes part of the social-political discourse.
I also created a category of opportunities for participation for when young people directly
access decision makers; participants often cited political authorities such as the mayor or council
person. Study participants considered reaching these people as an act to influence those with
power and thus, the decision-making process. It is important to note that participants considered
directly accessing decision makers as actually reaching them personally. Although it is possible
to organize meetings with decision makers to interact with them directly, it is much more likely
that any communications with politicians are mediated by a member of their staff or office.
Although this renders the concept of interfacing with decision-makers personally unlikely,
participants listed interacting with authorities and officials as an opportunity to participate, so I
have grouped them together under the category of direct access.
Inter-generational spaces were differentiated from youth-centered spaces into separate
types of opportunities for participation. This was an important distinction, as youth-centered
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spaces are opportunities where young people believe that they are more likely to be heard and
that their voices are more likely to be taken into consideration. Because of the unequal (whether
implicit or explicit) power dynamics between young people and adults, the distinction between
intergenerational and youth-centered spaces is important particularly for young people’s sense of
political agency. Although youth-centered spaces are not where young people came into direct
contact with authorities that they saw as having direct decision-making power, these were the
spaces where young people’s perspectives would be taken more into consideration for
subsequent advocacy and action. Intergenerational spaces that were mentioned by study
participants included City Hall, the Senate, and community services and programs. Youthcentered spaces include their school, youth centers, and youth programs run by authorities.
The opportunities for participation that were grouped under “forums” are also
intergenerational spaces, but these are arenas where young people could engage with adults in
discourse. These forums are explicitly for expressing and sharing differing perspectives by
different members of a community. Discursive spaces include community board meetings,
precinct-community meetings, and church-community meetings. Although these three
opportunities for participation have “community” in their names, they are not necessarily at a
scale that community members, particularly young people, would consider as being embedded in
their communities. I have grouped these opportunities for participation less on the basis that they
are close to young peoples’ communities, but because they are intergenerational forums where
members regardless of their age are afforded an opportunity to participate.
The next category is distinct in how participants engage with them: surveys are a onedirectional form of communication. School and neighborhood surveys invite young people to
convey their perspectives. By design, however, they ask for young people’s perspectives on pre-
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determined issues. Responses can only be provided in the format specified by the survey, which
is different from the other opportunities for participation named by study participants. Because
these opportunities are often (at least in the examples named by study participants) designed and
administered by adults with some power to affect change in their communities, young people
assume that their perspectives will be heard, and have the potential to be taken into account
regarding what was surveyed.
Another category of opportunities for participation that were mentioned across all three
focus groups were forms of creative expression including art, music, video, photography,
fashion, street posters, and food. I grouped these together because in these forms young people
choose both what they want to convey in conjunction with the mode of transmitting it, forefronting their creativity. These are also opportunities that are limited to one-directional
communication, but unlike surveys the format is determined by young people.
The next category involves personal relationships, including peer networks and friends,
where young people can organically exchange their views. Although these were not seen as
effective opportunities for directly influencing those with decision-making power, young people
did feel that they could express themselves and be heard, an outcome of value to building
community awareness of local issues and advancing civil society. Additionally, even just being
able to express themselves and be heard is important to young people for building young
people’s sense of power. This will be discussed in greater detail below.
The last category mentioned by study participants was citizen-initiated practices. These
were actions and opportunities for participation created by citizens for the explicit purpose of
trying to influence and advocate for their perspectives to be taken into consideration. Study
participants did not differentiate between practices that were initiated by young people
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themselves or as part of an intergenerational group. These included protests, rallies, petitions,
and press conferences. The difference between protests and rallies are that protests were often
envisioned as marches or public spectacle to raise awareness about and advocate for a cause.
While individual participants of a protest may have their own, singular experiences and
perspectives, gathering as a protest is a way for many people to coalesce around a shared
sentiment, idea, or message. On the other hand, rallies were seen as opportunities where people
gathered in a stationary place to speak their concerns out loud to those assembled, including
media. During rallies, speakers are given the time and space to voice personal stories and
viewpoints that could vary but still resonate with the overarching advocacy goal of the rally.
Frequency of the Different Opportunities for Participation Cited by the Participants
It is particularly important to highlight those opportunities for participation that were
most frequently espoused. Several examples came up across various groups, but ultimately no
opportunity for participation was universally seen as an effective way to express, be heard, and
be considered. In particular, the use of social media was seen as offering fruitful opportunities for
young people to express themselves in all three groups. However, that only two of the three
focus groups thought that social media was a way for young people to be heard indicates this
opportunity does not completely afford them the benefit of having their voices feel heard.
Indeed, only one focus group believed that social media was an opportunity for young peoples’
perspectives to be taken into consideration by those who could make the changes they sought.
Two of the three groups named the Internet as a site of opportunities to express themselves and
one group felt that it was an opportunity where young people were heard.
Another type of opportunity that all three of the focus groups named were forms of
creative expression. Only two groups felt that creative expressions were effective ways of being
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heard, but none of the focus groups believed that creative expressions were effective in
influencing how decisions are made.
Protesting was named by all three focus groups as effective means of expressing
themselves, and of being heard. Yet, only one focus group believed that protesting was an
effective way of having their perspectives taken into account. Two focus groups also named
petitions as effective ways of expressing themselves and being heard, yet only one focus group
also considered this an effective way of affecting how programs and services take their views
into account.
Lastly, City Hall was named in two focus groups as an opportunity for young people to
express themselves. But only one group continued to see it as an opportunity for young people to
be heard and none felt that City Hall was an effective opportunity for their perspectives to be
taken seriously.
Different Degrees of Affordances of Opportunities for Participation
The opportunities for participation that study participants mentioned began as a list of
opportunities for young people to express their views. As I asked about opportunities for young
people to be heard and for their perspectives to shape how decisions are made, fewer of these
opportunities for participation were seen as viable or effective. Although young people may see
themselves as having some opportunities to express themselves, opportunities where they felt
heard are more restricted, and opportunities where they feel their contributions are taken
seriously are even more constrained. The fewer number of opportunities for young people’s
participation in moving from expression to being taken into consideration indicates a widening
sense of social and political distance between young people and decision-makers. This decline in
political engagement when moving from opportunities for expression towards opportunities to be
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taken into consideration is particularly worrisome as political power increases accordingly. This
distance is especially evident in comparing opportunities for participation where young people
felt they were both heard and where their perspectives were taken into consideration.
It is notable that participants deemed those opportunities for participation that were closer
in geographical scale to young people as individuals, such as community forums, neighborhood
and school surveys, and even their district council person, to be where they felt heard more as
well as felt more attuned to their particular communities’ needs and grievances. Additionally,
youth-centered spaces such as youth organizations and even youth programs run by authorities
were also opportunities for participation where young people felt that their perspectives were
taken into consideration. Citizen-initiated practices were also opportunities for participation
where young people felt that their perspectives were taken into consideration, opportunities
where their status as young people seemed to be a less significant factor in whether or not their
participation was welcomed.
Opportunities to Express Themselves
From the focus groups, participants named 22 opportunities for young people to
participate in processes for shaping their city. This includes opportunities for participation in all
10 categories: online engagement (social media, and the Internet—including blogs, memes,
podcasts, and video games), mass media, direct access to politicians (Council Person and
Mayor), intergenerational spaces (City Hall, Senate, community services/programs), youthcentered spaces (youth organizations, school, youth centers, and youth programs run by
authorities), forums (community boards, church-community forums, and precinct-community
talks), surveys (neighborhood and school surveys), personal relationships (peer networks and
friendships), creative expression (art, music, fashion, photography, video, posters, and food), and
citizen-initiated practices (protests, petition, rallies, and press conferences).
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Using social media to express themselves. As soon as I asked about when and where
young people express themselves, participants immediately began discussing their use of social
media. They returned to it repeatedly throughout focus groups and interviews even if I tried to
probe them about other channels of expressing themselves. One participant explained her
rationale for turning to social media when I asked her when or where young people can express
themselves on matters affecting the city.
That’s something I struggle with is like who do I go to? Who will bring me to where I can
talk to someone where if I’m in need of something or I want to express something, and I
want to get something across, who would I go to help me get the job done? And it’s
oftentimes people say it’s not what you do it’s who you know. And so I would definitely
say… the reason why I say social media because if you’re often broadcasting or
YouTube-ing or blogging or writing or something like eventually someone will hear you.
(Female, Focus Group 2)
Another participant discussed how when someone creates a post on Facebook or
Instagram and speaks passionately about an issue, it draws people into their issue. Even if
viewers are unfamiliar with the subject matter, when a person expresses themselves with great
passion, it captures audience attention and draws them into that person’s community. The
personal component of sharing on social media is an important element for both drawing
attention to an issue and also for demonstrating the act of hearing another person. Beyond
bearing witness to the speaker’s thoughts, listening serves as socially validation of the speaker’s
passion and conviction.
Social media can be a multimedia format that might include videos, photos, or links to
articles and information, and that can also allow users to include their own comments on these
media. Social media posts are often pithy and digestible in length and format even if they attach
or link to larger sets of data, facilitating the sharing of information and ideas; hence the young
people in my study conveyed the sense that expressions on social media can reach many
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potential listeners. Young people reflected on how they themselves are effectively impressed by
the information and perspectives offered by their peers through social media posts, part of how
they see social media as an effective way of expressing themselves to others.
Creative forms of expression. Expression through creative means such as music and arts
is a way for young people to voice their opinions without directly stating them. Although their
messages are augmented by format, using creative expression makes their message more
digestible and easier to spread, especially through social media. One participant lays it out this
way:
Certain artists coming up have a huge voice on what this generation thinks, you know what
I mean? I don’t know, there are certain people rapping about stop and frisk or singing about
stop and frisk, and it actually reaches a lot of people, especially if you’re into whatever
sub-culture of music you follow. (Male, Focus Group 1)
When I probed participants as to why music or other forms of creative expression are a
particularly effective way of getting their message out, another participant responded:
It’s something that a lot of people can relate to. Music and arts and stuff like that, you can
ask everybody in the room, I’m sure there’s one piece of art that they like, or some form of
art that they like. It’s something that also speaks volumes as well. (Male, Focus Group 1)
This participant continues: “Even through art or through music or through poetry or
things like that, anything, it’s your voice. You’re still voicing something. Maybe you’re not
directly saying it, but it still has a message.” This last part of his quote exemplifies the
importance of making your contribution personal, even if you are expressing your views on a
community or societal issue. To underscore the point that creative expressions are forms that
people can relate to, one participant proclaims that “a small percentage of young people
nowadays read the newspaper” (Male, Focus Group 1) so in order to express yourself effectively,
you have to use the forms of expression that are au courant and circulating amongst your
community such as music, blogs, or memes. Forms of expression that are circulated amongst
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their communities and heard, even if only amongst their peers and not by adults or decisionmakers, make their participation feel more meaningful.
Opportunities to be Heard
Focus group participants named 16 opportunities that provided young people the
conditions for being heard. These opportunities for participation were in all 10 categories of
engagement. In order of frequency they were online engagement (social media and the Internet),
mass media, direct access to politicians (Council Person), intergenerational spaces (City Hall),
youth-centered spaces (youth organizations and youth programs run by authorities), forums
(community boards, church-community forums, and precinct-community talks), surveys
(neighborhood and school surveys), personal relationships (peer networks and friendships),
creative expression (art, music, and fashion), and citizen-initiated practices (protest, petition, and
rallies). Although this study is qualitative, it is still of note that young people regarded 16 of the
22 “expression” opportunities they named as avenues where they may be heard.
Although these 16 opportunities for participation were identified as affording young
people the opportunity to be heard, not all of them necessarily make young people feel heard. In
fact, many of these opportunities for participation do not necessarily have to acknowledge that
young people have said anything. Only in meeting directly with other people (such as with
politicians or peers in youth-centered spaces or forums), mostly by virtue of being in the same
room, does the presence of young people have to be recognized at all. Although young people
named 16 opportunities where they can be heard, they are not all opportunities where young
people are heard. The importance of opportunities for participation where young people actually
feel heard is expanded upon below.
Many young people mostly do not know of opportunities for them to be heard. During
Focus Group 3, participants started to answer my question of when and where young people can
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be heard on city matters that affect them by just naming locations. Their responses were more
akin to searching for a correct solution than responding with what they believed. Their answers
rolled out:
“Manhattan?”
“The city?”
“I don’t know. Where do they even be at? Wall Street?”
“Oh! City Hall? City Hall!”
In a circular manner, participants in this focus group played out the problem of not
knowing who could hear them or where they could be heard because they did not know who
could listen to them or where they would be listened to. So, if young people want to transmit
their perspectives, experiences and ideas, then it makes sense to start with where they see
someone, anyone—and maybe even those who can do something about their concern —as
listening. Once again, consistently across the three focus groups, participants quickly named
social media as an opportunity where young people can be heard on issues that concern them.
Being heard by politicians. On the question, “When and where can young people be
heard on matters that affect them?” participants leaned into the role of politicians as conduits for
their concerns to be addressed. As politicians stress that they are the ones who make change in
public presentations of themselves, young people often believe that politicians are the impetus to
community change rather than more democratic routes to decision-making. Study participants
see politicians as the very person they should go to in order to address citywide issues. A
participant said this of a politician: “That’s your job. Your job is to cater to the people who put
you in the office. We didn’t put you in your position to not listen to us” (Female, Focus Group 2).
Yet, young people stated their experiences do not reveal that they are being heard by politicians.
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Feeling heard. At times, young people may have the opportunity to voice their
perspectives and be heard by decision-makers, yet the outcome remains unchanged. Although
they did not alter the issue at hand, young people may still feel heard. In order to probe
participants to unpack what it means to feel heard, I asked study participants to name an instance
when they thought that their contributions had an effect on an issue even though the changes they
sought were not carried out. One participant immediately responded: every case with police
brutality and racism. Admittedly, this was surprising considering young people in every focus
group felt that this issue demanded more attention. Participants felt that they were being heard
because it seemed to them that everyone was aware of the problem of racial violence from the
police, and even knew the names of some people of color who had been brutalized or killed by
the police. Study participants discussed how this has become a major topic of discussion around
them, so they feel that their cries are being heard, yet the actions that they demand have not been
implemented: the majority of police who commit disproportionate violence against people of
color are not charged, and, if charged, are not convicted. On this issue in particular, focus group
participants acknowledged the power wielded by those who are protecting the accused police
officers; they believe that it is a consequence of this power that the changes young people (and
many others) have advocated for were blocked even though their perspectives were heard.
It feels insulting to participants when decision-makers, particularly politicians, dismiss
young people after they have relayed their own lived experiences. It feels particularly injurious
when young people are trying to disclose traumatic experiences, such as related to school
shootings. Young people interpret dismissal in the voices of authorities as further confirmation of
the bias that young people lack the intellect, foresight, and insight to speak on issues that affect
them. One focus group participant explained their anger regarding this attitude: “It’s absolutely
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ridiculous because I just saw my friend die in front of me. Who the hell are you to tell me
anything about this?” (Female, Focus Group 1). Focus group participants cited how students
from Stoneman Douglas High School were stymied in their efforts to address the multiple
interrelated problems that were exposed after a gunman shot and killed 17 people at their school.
Student activists across the country organized a national movement against gun violence in
school shootings and youth were blocked at almost every turn when their activism met with
formal political processes.
Discounting young people’s experiences. The invalidation of young people’s
experiences by adults strikes one of the study participants as fundamentally illogical and contrary
to democratic principles and processes:
Why would you not want to understand personally what I experienced in this situation?
For you to have a better understanding of what it really is like. ‘Cause where do you think
the statistics come from? People who have personally went through it, who were studied
by people who have not. Either way, you directly go to the source. I’m directly the source
giving you the information! (Male, Focus Group 2)
Young people in the study were frustrated when adults and decision-makers asserted that they
know more than young people even when young people were those who experienced the issue at
hand. They felt that, on the one hand, adults say that they act in the best interests of young
people, yet on the other they fail to ask young people about their views and experiences.
Moreover, when young people express themselves they are shut down and told that they are too
immature to know anything when they are the ones living with the results of these policies. This
hypocrisy erodes young people’s trust and perpetuates disengagement.
Young people’s experiences at Community Board meetings. In contrast to
participants’ other experiences with situations where young people struggle to be heard, one
participant recounted her experience with community board meetings and public hearings. At
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these forums, members of the public are invited to speak about an issue with both city officials
and fellow citizens in the room, including young people. Her experience at one of these forums
led her to remark “I feel like they actually want to listen to what people have to say.” Her
comment reveals that even if opportunities to hear young people exist, it does not always feel
like the audience is receptive. Although these forums may not always include those who are
direct decision-makers, she found that representatives pass on what they hear from the meeting,
contributing to the sense that young people have been heard and not just listened to.
Opportunities to be Considered
During the focus groups, participants identified 11 of the opportunities for participation
they had previously discussed as opportunities when and where young people’s perspectives
were also taken into consideration. In contrast to opportunities for young people to express
themselves and to be heard, these opportunities were in six categories of engagement: online
engagement (social media), direct access to politicians (Council Person), youth-centered spaces
(youth organizations and youth programs run by authorities), forums (community boards,
church-community forums, and precinct-community talks), surveys (neighborhood and school
surveys), and citizen-initiated practices (protest, petition, and rallies). Of the 22 opportunities
participants named as “expression” opportunities where young people could participate in
shaping the city, participants felt that only half of them would afford young people the
opportunity to have their contributions become part of the decision-making process.
Engaging young people. Unequivocally, young people want to be engaged. They want to
be engaged not as window dressing, but as participants who have an interest, a stake, and an
earnest yearning to be part of the process. In several focus groups, when I asked participants how
they could tell if they were being listened to, young people responded with “when we see
change.” But this is not as simple as a demand directly leading to change. Young people are not
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as facile as they feel adults are making them out to be. One participant began by answering the
question of “When does a young person know when you’re being heard?” With “I know that I’m
being heard when I see change around me.” But as she expanded on her initial response, the
crucial missing factor was meaningful engagement:
I know even if you don’t see an initial change. Because at the end of the day, everything
is a process, you know? Or anyone should know they’re being heard when they’re doing
what we’re doing right now.…I know that I’m being heard by someone and think you are
being taken into account when someone is engaging in a conversation. It’s not just the
‘what do you want? Okay, cool. Push you away.’ It’s more like a back and forth. It’s more
like a feeding off of each other. It’s like a, ‘okay, you said this, but why?’ …if they’re
really interested in it, they’re really going to pursue what you have to offer. They’re going
to ask questions, they’re going to want to understand how you think, how your brain is
operating and, they’re gonna, just really get down to the nitty-gritty. (Female, Focus
Group 2)
Ultimately, young people yearn for a sincere exchange that respects what different parties bring
to the table to achieve shared goals. Young people are not naïve about the time and energy
required to engage in a thoughtful process, but many opportunities for engagement do not give
them the opportunity to share time, energy, and a sincere interest to achieve shared goals. Left
without the changes they seek and any substantive engagement as to why changes are not
forthcoming, it is no great mystery why young people are not engaging with a process that for all
intents and purposes ignores, placates, or ridicules their experiences.
Young people are deserving of consideration. Participants in the study felt that they had
to demonstrate to adults that they were deserving in some way before their contributions would
be taken seriously. They believed that the views of young people who adults determine to act
“boisterously” would not be taken seriously. In discussing whether she thought that changes in
what she was advocating for would indicate that young people’s opinions were taken into
consideration, one participant did not think so. She felt that young people themselves play a large
role in to whether or not they will be taken seriously. “If they don’t see that we’re working our
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best to help make that change, then they’ll think that we’re not serious about the problem or
whatever it is that we would want to be heard” (Female, Focus Group 3). Although this requires
considerable agency, which will be discussed further in the section below and in the following
chapter, another participant felt that youth have to begin acting in accordance with the reality
they seek, making the changes they are able to as a basis for making demands. “You have to go
for it and do it yourself. And then I feel like once people see how serious you are, it’s when
they’d then give you that platform to speak” (Female, Focus Group 2). I began by saying that
this is alarming because under a rights-based approach, having your perspective taken seriously
is not dependent upon meeting any requirements; a young person’s right to be considered should
be inherent, not contingent. Because young people are not currently accorded the right to
participation in most aspects of their lives, it is ultimately unsurprising that participants
internalized problematic justifications for inclusion and exclusion from these rights.
Young people’s opinions are dismissed as mimicry. In addition to feeling frustrated
about how their views were ignored and considered unfounded, participants in the focus groups
were frustrated at how young people’s opinions were often dismissed as parroting their parents or
other influences in society. One participant pointed out how if her inclinations and priorities
match that of her parents, then her views would be dismissed as parroting them. Yet as this
participant explained, children raised by parents who are politicians would be considered more
knowledgeable rather than less, because of their household’s intimate understanding of policy
and governance. This inconsistency in dismissing some young people’s views as “parroting” and
respecting other young people’s views as a result of being “well-raised” reinforces young
people’s beliefs that their opinions can easily be dismissed. Even conceding age-based biases, the
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question of whose views are taken into consideration is biased for political-connections,
education, and wealth.
Number of Opportunities for Participation
After going through the potential methods and avenues when and where young people
felt that they could take part in decisions that affect their lives, participants in the focus groups
generally did not think that there were enough opportunities for their participation. Revealingly,
when asked if there were enough opportunities, one participant candidly answered that she did
not know:
Well, see, it’s hard for me to speak on it only because like I haven’t really looked them
up…. It’s like I haven’t researched it. But if the city really cared enough about you, we
wouldn’t really have to look that hard. You getting what I’m saying? It’d be right in front
of your face the same way you know you gotta take the SAT; you don’t got to look it
up…. Like these things will be made apparent to you because they are important to those
who are trying to offer it as much as it is important to the person who needs to get a hold
of it, because they want it. But at the same time, I think that a lot of these things are
hidden because they know a lot of people won’t actually take the time to look and that’ll
just limit the people who actually have voices. (Female, Focus Group 2)
This gets at the crux of my questions. My objective was not to quiz young people on their
knowledge of opportunities to participate, but rather to uncover and unpack young people’s
perspectives of their opportunities. This participant is disquieted by the discrepancy between how
important it is to accord young people the opportunity to participate, and the gap in her own
knowledge about those opportunities. As she rightfully points out, if the inclusion of the city’s
citizenry—including young people—is actually as important to democratic institutions as it
should be, then this information would be widely disseminated and known. The fact that
opportunities for participation seem scarce to young people leads them to detect that this is yet
another layer of bias: institutional bias. It reinforces young peoples’ feelings that those who are
already in the know, well-connected, and more privileged are those who are aware of
opportunities to participate, and whose voices are ultimately heard. This participant then
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extrapolated from her suspicions that this institutional bias was designed to marginalize and
exclude not just youth voices, but certain young voices.
Quality of Opportunities for Participation
After asking young people about the opportunities they have to express themselves, to be
heard, and to have their views taken into consideration, I then explored young people’s
perspectives of the quality of the opportunities for participation that were raised during the focus
groups. My questions sought to understand young people’s impressions of how meaningful,
democratic, and supportive of young people’s agency opportunities for young people to
participate are.
Meaningful Participation
One main objective of this study is to explore how young people’s participation
addressed their issues, concerns and priorities. Interestingly, a large portion of the discussions
centered around how young people were discouraged from participating. In asking young people
how they felt their participation affected the process or outcomes of their engagement, I was met
with further discussion of how young people were not taken seriously.
Age, the basis of discrimination. Unsurprisingly, the issue of age was discussed by
participants in all three of the focus groups. Young people’s age is considered to be a significant
barrier that discourages participants from political engagement. By virtue of their minority status
as “young,” young people are repeatedly either told that their perspectives are irrelevant or are
dismissed entirely.
The diminishment of young people’s perspective on the basis of age struck one of the
participants as objectionable in logic and in spirit.
Like if you ever made your stuff seem superior than me, I didn’t really respect you as
much because it’s, like, we’re humans. You may have this title, I may have this, but at
end of the day we are both at the level we need to be at, the ages we are at…. You got all
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this training, so of course, you’re there. I’ve only lived for, like what, twelve years? Of
course, I’m here. So there’s no real ‘oversight thing’ because we’re at where we’re
supposed to be in our lives. (Male, Focus Group 3)
For this participant, each unique person lives their unique circumstance. It was as simple as that,
with no basis for judging one person’s superiority over another. For this participant, extrapolating
any inflated sense of worth or value as the basis for ranking one person over another was always
unfounded.
One of the focus group participants presented a typical adult’s perspective as they
interpret it as a young person, and their frustration with this view: “‘You’re young and don’t know
that much about anything. You’ve never experienced it.’ But maturity doesn’t really come with
age… it comes with experience. Maturity comes with experience, not age” (Male, Focus Group
1). The disjuncture this participant described, of not listening to young people’s perspectives
when they are rooted in young people’s own lived experiences, powerfully connotes the bias
against young people. From this bias, adults are able to make decisions that affect young people
while overriding young people’s voices.
When I posed a common objection to young people’s participation as being unduly
influenced by their upbringing or societal influence, one participant pushed back:
How do you know an 18-year-old isn’t saying the same thing either? How does someone
who’s 21? How does someone who’s 50? Or how does someone who’s a hundred? We all
can listen to each other. I feel like we all are victims of bias at times and that’s the way
life goes… I don’t think any of us fully, fully think for ourselves on everything. (Male,
Focus Group 2)
Here they critique the idea that young people are uniquely influenced by the views of their
parents or other authorities, as if those views do not have consequences that affect us throughout
our lifespan. In fact, gathering information, perspectives, and ideas from various sources and
contemplating these in moving forward is precisely what participation in decision-making
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entails. That young people are engaged in a process of weighing the influence of their upbringing
and society on their own views is not wholly different than the task required of adults. Concerns
that young people will disproportionately value one influence to sway their orientation is just as
much of a concern to have for adults.
Age-based power structure. Study participants pointed out that it is not just bias against
their age that impedes the political power of young people, but also their position relative to
other age cohorts. Participants in one of the focus groups noted the power that the Baby Boomer
generation holds both by virtue of the number of people within that cohort, as well as the power
Baby Boomers are able to retain from molding and sustaining the current social-political system
in their own interests. Young people in the focus group drew on the example of how the Social
Security system is currently being propped up to serve Baby Boomers, but when this generation
comes of age to receive their Social Security benefits, there will likely be no funds left, leaving
the program bereft or collapsed entirely. Young people see themselves as pushing uphill against
the biases of ageism intertwined with a system that is structurally predisposed against young
people.
Silence on youth participation. Without a clear indication that young people are
genuinely included in how decisions are made on issues that affect them, young people logically
conclude that they are not participants in decision-making. For young people, if the city is
interested in including them in governance, it would make it known clearly and ubiquitously, and
implement opportunities for participation accordingly. Otherwise, participants asserted, cities
should not expect young people to voluntarily engage in governance. The reasons for this
abound: young people sometimes simply do not know how to participate, or are jaded by adults’
oversight, or are turned off by previous dismissals. One participant used an analogy to illustrate
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why young people would not seek out opportunities for participation without a clear indication
that their participation was welcome:
… Like, it’s being like, ‘Well you know if they had something to say, they’ll come to me.’
They won’t because they don’t know that they can speak to you. Same thing. Like when
you’re growing up, and you go through something in school, and you’re scared to tell
your mom. If your mom doesn’t make it clear that, oh, if something happens like this to
you, you can come to me, and she reacted to things badly in the past, you’re not going to
want to go to your mom because she didn’t make that clear. (Female, Focus Group 2)
This represents a kind of flipside of participants’ understanding that in order to be taken
seriously, young people need to demonstrate seriousness: those who are interested in engaging
young people in governance have not yet made it clear that they themselves are serious about
including young people as democratic participants.
Participants find the process of democratic governance inscrutable. Even when
participants set aside the central issue of young people’s right to participate in governance, the
opacity of the extant democratic system of governance leaves all citizens dubious about how
meaningful democratic participation is. As one participant expounded:
It’s hard to tell when you don’t know what’s going on behind closed doors…. How are
these decision makers really making their final decisions? Where are they taking accounts
from?… How do we know whose opinions really matter, whose opinions are really taken
into account? We don’t. Unless those people are actually saying ‘I did this because of
this; I did this because of that’. (Male, Focus Group 1)
Without clear indication as to how decisions are made and changes are implemented, citizens
cannot know that these decisions were in response to democratic participation rather than falling
in line with another objective. Without transparency about whose perspectives decision makers
are taking into account, decision makers can claim to have listened to young people without
having genuinely included them. Young people are understandably skeptical of the capacity and
efficacy of this consistently-underperforming process to engage them despite claims of taking
their contributions into account.
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Democratic Participation
During the focus groups, I asked questions to elicit participants’ views regarding how
democratic the opportunities for young people to participate are. Although I anticipated that
participants might name hierarchies of access and power around particular identities or segments
of the population (such as gender, race, or social-economic status), participants also discussed
discrimination in terms of poverty, education, and social capital.
Further marginalization. One participant illustrated an example of a young person who
would likely not have the opportunity to participate in decision making in the city:
I definitely feel like kids, for example, say a typical black guy, the ones who hang around
my block right now. The guys who sell drugs or sit on the curb and ain’t do nothing and
don’t really pursue much. I feel like their voices aren’t taken into account. But I definitely
do believe that every voice, no matter how well off or how far off in society you are, I
feel like every voice should at least be heard and listened to. (Female, Focus Group 2)
Another participant reasoned that young people’s contributions are not take into account because
they have yet to complete their education. They were quick to add however, that a person does
not need to be educated to have an opinion, hypothesizing that this may have more to do with not
conforming to society’s normative developmental pathway.
Social media clout as a factor in democratic participation. Throughout the discussions,
participants lamented how difficult it was to be heard through social media unless their
contributions were elevated by others. Posts on social media were only seen as effective ways of
being heard if these were sensational in some way, shared (re-posted) by many people or
someone who already had clout through their celebrity status. While others repeatedly expressed
the same sentiment, one participant expressed her frustration at how celebrities receive undue
and disproportionate attention and praise: “it’s like everything you say [as a celebrity] seems to
have more glitter to it” (Female, Focus Group 2) The seemingly ubiquitous, instantaneous,
constantly-refreshing newsfeed that characterizes the social media-cum-news ecosystem with
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which young people are most closely engaged places additional pressure to quickly capture the
attention of their peers. “In the past, when something big happened, it was big for a long time.
Now things last maybe a month, maybe less. It’s like five minute of fame and then they move
on” (Male, Focus Group 3). In order to continue to be an active participant in the public sphere
of social media and the Internet, which young people consider to be their primary opportunity to
express themselves and be heard, young people feel the need to constantly interact with what is
new and popular.
The role of lobbyists in democratic governance. During one focus group, participants
started a lively discussion about the role of lobbying in our political system. To the young people
gathered, it seemed contradictory that the Constitution guarantees every citizen equal rights
including equal opportunities to have their perspectives influence governmental policies, and yet
some people, groups, or corporations that had the ability to pay for lobbying could achieve an
unfair advantage in having their views heard and taken into consideration. Participants perceived
that those with more resources were able to lobby for policies at odds with the interests of the
majority of citizens, even if they were corporations rather than people. That interest groups can
leverage financial resources to influence decision makers strikes young people as flagrantly
inequitable and corrupt.
Youth in College. Participants in the focus group held at Queens College, who were also
students at Queens College, highlighted the numerous clubs and organizations at their school.
They recognized that by virtue of their position as undergraduate students at a college they had
more access to both information and opportunities to connect and engage with others.
Additionally, some student clubs are associated with larger organizations and networks beyond
their college campus, either with other student organizations or similarly-aligned
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intergenerational organizations. These affiliations may inspire and/or support political
engagement with organizations off-campus. While opportunities may not privilege the
participation of young people in college by design, the ease of accessing young people through
established networks such as those on campus is likely to engage college students over youth
who are not in college.
Opportunities for Young People’s Political Agency
I did not find that young people feel that they currently have a role in the governance of
the city. The bulk of the focus groups consisted of young people sharing how they do not feel
listened to, taken seriously, or that they are given opportunities to contribute to the shaping of
their city. In these discussions, young people laid out ways that they had been dismissed or
excluded when they did try to participate, and hypothesized about what they perceived as the
obstacles to their participation. Yet young people were not without hope, ideas, or examples of
how they might shape the conditions of their lives by exercising the agency they found within
themselves and at the margins of current political systems.
Waiting until voting age. In two of the focus groups, young people felt that their only
recourse for political enfranchisement was to wait until they reached voting age. This was not
necessarily because participants were interested in voting or that they thought that voting would
bring about the changes they sought, as young people do not view voting as the keystone of
political participation. The participants in Focus Group 1 discussed systematic issues that curtail
peoples’ participation in voting including: holding voting days on a Tuesday; the time and labor
demands of work, school, caring for family members, and other responsibilities that might leave
little or no time or energy for voting; and the time and physical demands of extant voting
infrastructure itself, such as getting to and from voting sites, standing in line, and going through
the various bureaucratic steps that are part of the activity of submitting your ballot. When study
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participants talked about waiting until they were older, they did not necessarily express the belief
that voting is an effective source of political change, or that having the right to vote translates
directly into the ability to vote, but rather they believed that by having the state-recognized
power to vote their voices would be taken seriously.
When study participants talked about being older, they were anticipating a level of
respect that they hoped would be accorded to them, respect that has been withheld from them
because of their age. Participants talked about being older because they anticipated that when
they were older they might have greater power from which to speak. Young people in this study
hoped that with increased age their perspectives (based on their personal experiences) would not
be wholly dismissed simply because of age discrimination.
Youth role in raising awareness. One participant brought up how change can only
happen if people cared enough, but that different generations have different priorities. What is an
important issue for young people is not always a significant concern for older people. Problems
are not addressed not only because remedies are ineffective, but because the topic is not even on
the agenda.
The first step to solving any problem is to admit that there is a problem in the first place
and I feel like that’s the step that we’re in right now. It’s admitting there’s a problem
calling it out to light. It may not be done in our generation but if we continue once we get
older. . . then that change will start to manifest. (Female, Focus Group 1)
Referring to recent examples of youth-led mass movements for social change that came up in the
focus groups—including the race-based use of “Stop and Frisk” procedures by the New York
Police Department (NYPD), and the police not being held accountable for the killing of unarmed
black and brown people, as well as the recurrence of school shootings—young people recognized
that they can have and have had an important role in directing attention to societal problems that
desperately demand redress.
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Youth role in instigating change. The young people in the focus groups saw themselves
as part of a long struggle. While there are many intractable problems that have not even been
raised as social issues, young people see how marginalized people have been able to stand up and
get their voices heard. Change can be more powerfully demanded after issues have risen to a
certain level of public awareness. This is where young people saw their role at the time of this
study, as mouthpieces on behalf of and amplifiers of attention to social ills. They perceive that
they may not have all the answers, that they may not have the resources and power needed to
create change, but that they have a role to apply social pressure to lead towards the changes that
they seek. They perceive their agency as lying in this power of amplifying voices, and of
insisting on mobilizing towards social change.
Summary of Findings
This study investigated NYC young peoples’ feelings about the opportunities they have
to participate in influencing how the city responds to its young residents. These findings were
based on qualitative data gathered through three focus groups supplemented by three individual
interviews. The young people who participated in this study were concerned about a wide range
of issues and named when and where they could express their views; while some of these
opportunities offered them a chance to feel heard, less of these were opportunities where they felt
that their perspectives would be taken into consideration. The opportunities for participation
young people named included trying to directly access officials in positions of authority, creating
art that conveys their perspectives, marching in large public protests, and completing a
neighborhood survey, among other opportunities. In our discussions what I heard from the young
people in this study were their frustrations, their sense that there did not seem to be particularly
meaningful opportunities where their contributions would be taken seriously. The participants in
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this study also reflected the perception that their status as young people was another impediment
to participating in a system that favors a privileged minority. Though indirect in its effects on the
issues they cared about, the young people in the study believed that social media offered them an
accessible opportunity to take some form of action, be a part of a social movement, and make an
impact on society.
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Discussion
This study seeks to understand how young people perceive their opportunities to
participate in governance and why. What follows is a discussion of the key findings of this study.
These offer a glimpse into how young people’s perceptions guide how they participate in
political actions.
Young People Want to Know Who is Really Listening
For young people who are interested in shaping their city, who is actually going to listen
is their cornerstone issue. Recalling the comment presented in the results chapter where a young
woman in Focus Group 2 said “That’s something I struggle with, like, who do I go to? Who will
bring me to where I can talk to someone or if I’m in need of something? Or I want to express
something and I want to get something across, who would I go to to help me get the job done?”
When they are posed all together in this way, she conveys that she has asked these questions
before but has yet to receive a satisfactory answer to any of them. This participant earnestly
wants to know the answers to these questions. That these hang as rhetorical questions
exemplifies young peoples’ outlook on the affordances of their opportunities for participation.
One participant described an extremely apt image of decision makers’ current attempts to
engage young people:
Because it’s like two people standing in front of a door, but no one is willing to push it.
You get it? That’s basically what it is. Just like “no, you open it,” “no, you open it.” Well,
somebody’s got to open it! And it’s like if youth push it and you push back, then it’s like,
okay! Now we know that the door was never open. It didn’t want to open to begin with.
(Female, Focus Group 2)
According to young people, although adults may say that they are willing to listen to young
people, adults’ behaviors bely this. Despite adults seeming to be open to young people
expressing their views, they are in fact pushing back against young people who do so.
Simultaneously, both young people and adults are prompting each other to take steps to engage
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each other. For young people, it feels futile to take a step when their sense and experiences tell
them that decision makers are already pushing back against them.
Young people are not ignorant to the convoluted process of social change. As one
participant clearly stated:
Things take time and take process. They take speaking out on, they take you going on
various angles.… You talk to this person, that person… you send them an email, you find
their number, you do this, you do that and so forth… you have to be annoying sometimes,
but it’s all about how bad you really want it. (Male, Focus Group 1)
Although this participant is extremely agentic in terms of raising his voice, we cannot expect all
young people to overcome society-wide inertia and political neglect to demand that they be
listened to. It is not the responsibility of citizens to demand to be heard in a democracy. The
basis of this study posits that young people have the right to be heard, to participate in the
political sphere and shape the conditions of their lives. While I am impressed by the agency and
persistence that this participant exhibited, he is implying that struggling for the right to be heard
is an expectation for young people to be accorded their right to participate. I concede that
affecting change requires working with a process that takes time, and that it may require that
various tactics be attempted and employed in order to affect change. I am concerned however,
that rather than the state operating as a duty bearer that works with young people to realize their
rights, the responsibility for this work is ultimately foisted upon young people to agitate,
innovate, and persist in order to “earn” their opportunities for participation.
When discussing changes young people wish to see in the city, the issue of raciallybiased policing was raised in all of the focus groups. Young people in this study see this as a
long-standing problem spanning generations of American history littered with incidences of
marginalized people brutalized by the police. Participants attributed the increased social
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awareness of these incidents to social media attention triggering a movement that has provoked
both cultural and policy changes.
During one of the focus groups, participants spoke of the recent changes where an NYPD
officer must present their business card with their badge number on it when they stop and
question someone (NYC Civilian Complaint Review Board, 2018). Although participants
perceive these changes as superficial, incremental steps to address a much more complex and
systemic problem, participants perceive them as demonstrating that citizens are being heard. To
the young people in this study these changes indicated that the problem of biased policing was
being taken seriously enough that those with the power to do so felt compelled to implement
some form of institutional adjustment. In the eyes of study participants, the backlash that the
NYPD received to persistent targeting of people of color altered power dynamics so that the
authorities felt the need to respond and institute new policies and practices. This was a situation
where a powerful institution was forced to listen when people made their voices too loud to
ignore.
Being heard in the public sphere has become more complicated in an era when Internetenabled devices and communication technology have propagated a new media ecosystem. People
are more wary of what they find on the Internet, as there seem to be more unchecked sources of
information and outlets for dissemination; the internet incites citizen engagement as well as
elevates authoritarianism (Bradshaw & Howard, 2017). While internet communication
technology is a tool for young people to express themselves and hear one another, it offers
benefit and detriments. A study conducted by the Pew Research Center (2018) reported that 95%
of teenagers have access to a smartphone, and 45% are online “almost constantly,” so young
people are exposed to a bevy of real and fake news. Amidst a constant barrage of voices
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expressing themselves, it is difficult to capture let alone sustain attention long enough to truly
listen to what is being said. As suggested by one participant, 15 minutes of fame have now
become five minutes of fame. This is especially frustrating for young people who are trying to
raise awareness around issues that affect them but that have also been long-standing, intractable
problems, such as racism or poverty. Young people recognize the uphill battle that they are
facing when they are trying to be heard in a public sphere cluttered with a plethora of messages
competing for depleted attention spans. Young people are clear-eyed about not only the difficulty
of being heard but also the challenges of building a movement for social change. Yet young
people aspire to engage in ways that will lead to impactful changes on entrenched social and
systemic problems.
When I asked a participant about when and where young people express their thoughts to
people who can actually do something about problems, she answered thoughtfully, “That can
become a tricky question. Because then you have to ask who’s willing to listen?” (Female, Focus
Group 2). In answering her own question this participant first ran down her mental checklist of
people who she could turn to, listing parents and teachers before interrupting herself with the
realization that in her experience they were not of assistance for city-wide issues. Then, in the
middle of her sentence, she jumped straight to social media as a place where she felt like people
are willing to listen.
This participants’ extremely revealing responses highlight two separate considerations
that need to be disentangled. First, there is incongruity in who hears young people and who is
willing to listen to young people. While there may be those adults who hear young people by
virtue of their relationships, such adults may not be willing to truly listen to them. In order to
engage young people as participants, there needs to be an opportunity for them to be heard by
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people who are interested and who value what young people have to say. While I argue both
opportunities for participation and compassionate listeners are needed to accord young people
their rights to participation, I framed the current study around young people’s perspectives of the
availability and quality of opportunities for them to participate. This participants’ question
reminds us that the approach of those who seek to activate young people’s political engagement
is just as important as opportunities for participation themselves. If those with the responsibility
of listening to young people do not take their role seriously, it may be as much of a deterrent to
young people’s participation as absent, inaccessible, and deficient opportunities.
The second issue that this participant’s response raises is the difference between just
being heard and being heard by those with the power to affect change. Initially, the respondent
indicated that parents and teachers offer opportunities to be heard, but she then reflected that they
are usually not in the position to affect changes on issues beyond the individual level. In
searching her mind for opportunities for young people to participate in affecting city-wide issues,
she struggled to name someone in her life who would listen to her who also had the power to
affect change. Once she shifted the parameters of the questions to accommodate both
considerations—opportunities where young people can be heard and can affect change—she
interrupted herself to answer: social media. For this participant, social media affords young
people the opportunity to be heard by those who are willing to listen to young people about citywide issues. Although in reality those who are on social media may or may not be interested in
listening to young people, the chance is enough of a prospect for her to pursue this opportunity.
Upon reviewing how participants perceive their opportunities for participation, I find that
young people are not being engaged in meaningful forms of participation. In interpreting young
people’s perspectives according to Hart’s (1992) Ladder of Participation, how young people are
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being engaged would be considered non-participation. When young people are given an
opportunity to offer their perspectives and opinions, they feel that adults are not taking them
seriously. Considering that young people feel that they are rarely invited to voice their
perspectives, young people have not had the chance to move up the rungs of the ladder of
participation towards shared decision-making opportunities. At best, their contributions can be
viewed as a form of tokenism, where they are included with little choice on the subject matter or
the form of communication (Hart, 1992). The opportunities for participation where young people
do feel that they have the prerogative to determine the topic of concern and the method for
participation are usually those that young people either created themselves, or those they carved
out of opportunities designed for and regulated by adults.
Agency to be Heard
If young people are deterred by their experiences with trying to have their views and
contributions taken seriously, it is no surprise that young people will choose to search for their
own tactics to access political power. In an interview, one participant surmised that young people
are not offered effective ways to participate because those with power do not sincerely want
young people to have access to power. She suggested, “because if there were, they wouldn’t be
hidden from me, unless that was a strategy or that there was a reason to why those opportunities
are hidden from me” (Female, Interview 2). When young people do not know of ways to be
heard, it not only prevents their views from being heard, it also constrains their political agency
by preventing their access to power that can change their conditions.
Current political structures allow young people to be agents within the confines of their
own lives, but not as a group seeking to change structures or processes within the system that
governs them. Once young people want to be political agents actively shaping the social and
political conditions of their lives, their actions to disrupt existing powers will be ignored,
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diminished, and contained. This leaves young people feeling jaded to political participation. Any
neoliberal institutions making even earnest yet ultimately superficial attempts would act to
confirm their suppositions.
Yet, young people do not want to be rendered impotent, and try to find ways to exercise
their agency. As the What’s Your Issue? survey project reported, even young people whose
identities are subjected to intersectional oppression can and are driven to transform their
marginalization into activism (Fine, Torre, Frost, & Cabana, 2018). Although it might seem like
they are apathetic or not knowledgeable, young people may be silent because we have not
provided them with a platform where they can speak and will be respected for their
contributions. As they develop within conditions they cannot influence, young people search for
ways to exercise their agency.
Social Media as Dissent and Tactic
Social media can be both a progressive and potentially regressive tool, yet it was the
opportunity most frequently raised across all focus groups and interviews. The consistent
discussion of social media infers that it affords young people a service that other methods for
participation do not. I want to shine a spotlight on the ubiquity of study participants’ naming
social media as an opportunity for young people to participate, not necessarily to elevate the
importance of social media but to reveal how young people feel that their city’s infrastructure
does not currently have processes for meaningful participation. If there were other channels for
young people to have their concerns taken seriously, then participants would have discussed
these opportunities as extensively as they did social media. Rather than considering my analysis
of young people’s preference for social media as an endorsement of the medium for their
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political participation, this discussion seeks to explore why young people prefer to use social
media to engage politically.
Young people are reaching for social media when they want to voice their perspectives
on a variety of topics, including their cities and young people’s roles in shaping them (Jenkins et
al., 2018). In doing so, young people are eschewing traditional mass media and its authoritative
editorial voice for more user-generated media. Young peoples’ choice to use social media to
convey their personal views about issues of societal concern is also a performance of dissent to
centralized power and its hierarchal structures, which reinforce hegemony and young people’s
marginalization (Maher & Earl, 2019). When so many young people make the same choice, their
preferred individual expressive choices coalesce into a collective alternative communication and
organizing tool (Maher & Earl, 2019).
One focus group participant referred to social media as a connector. I think this is a key
to understanding social media’s role in young people’s lives. Participating in social media fosters
personal connections with a community that honors individuality, while connecting these
individuals into a community strengthened by actively sharing their values (Maher & Earl,
2019). Social media affords young people a way to connect their personal stories with the
experiences, ideas, and reactions of others, forming communities (van Haperren, Nicholls, &
Uiterark, 2018).
Social media has been criticized as a platform for circulating manicured facets of young
people’s lives, which fuel a sense of detachment and disconnection. Participants, however, see
social media as a way of opening up themselves and their lives with others to foster empathy.
Participants in one focus group note that “there are many things that you don’t know until
someone tells you. There are things that can’t be known unless you’re in those shoes” (Male,
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Focus Group 1). Although users can curate social network bubbles that insulate themselves from
those who are not like them, social media users are more likely to interact with people who are
different from themselves (Pew Research Center, 2019). Young people are adding distinct views
to the public sphere by sharing their experiences and perspectives through social media.
The public sphere can facilitate democratic governance when citizens can “confer in an
unrestricted fashion—that is, with the guarantee of freedom of assembly and association and the
freedom to express and publish their opinions—about matters of general interest” (Habermas,
1974, p. 49). Nancy Fraser (1990) reiterated the corruptible nature of deliberations conducted in
a public sphere that is likely to marginalize, disempower, and ignore voices with less power than
others. Instead of a singular and official public sphere, Fraser argues for a multiplicity of publics
where citizens can circulate counter-discourses. In considering young people’s social media
practices as contributions to the public sphere, I argue that young people are actively broadening,
multiplying, and necessarily complicating the public sphere by opening up counter-publics. In
doing so, young people’s tactics to participate in public discourse through counter/subaltern
publics contributes to a more equitable and participatory democracy.
Rather than conforming to hegemonic norms that are conditions for participation in the
official public sphere, young people prefer to engage with discursive environments that are
conducive to their participation. Study participants spoke of how social media acted as a space
for contestation within communities of shared values. Social media is a shared platform that
offers multiple deliberative environments where people are less restricted by discursive styles to
contest one another’s views, facilitating persuasion and changes in opinion without a sense of
anxiety and defensiveness.
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Skoric et al. (2015) observed that young people’s mobilization online affected their
mobilization offline. While this study did not explicitly investigate similar expressions of offline
mobilization, participants did perceive that social media could be leveraged for social
movements including Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, climate strikes, and others. Young people in
this study discussed feeling an increased political awareness as a result of their online actions,
and demonstrated a belief in the connection between online activism and offline social change.
Focus group participants discussed the role of student activists after the shootings in
Parkland, Florida as an example of young people organizing for social and political change.
Study participants discussed how they saw organizers leveraging social media to mobilize a
national movement to bring people onto the streets, demand responses from politicians (although
they continue to be marginalized and ignored), and even generate a historic turn out for the 2018
midterm elections (US Census Bureau, 2019). This example also demonstrates how young
people in this study believed that informal forms of politics could transform into formal politics,
as social movement issues became platforms for politicians and the basis for policy changes
(Alter, 2017). Participants believed that using social media was a way to participate in
movements that could bring about the changes they sought.
Participants discussed how seeing the prevalence of political posts from their peers on
social media made them more aware of political issues and inspired them to become more
political (Lee, Shah, & McLeod, 2013). This supports previous research that the expressive,
informational, and relational uses of social media have a positive relationship with citizen
engagement, political participation, and social capital (Skoric et al., 2015). This finding from the
present study also reinforces that the circulation of politically-oriented posts which transmit
information, outrage, and action has an effect of generating a sense of social change (Maher &
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Earl, 2019). Study participants felt that use of social media to disseminate information, express
themselves, and build relationships could spur civic engagement and catalyze political
participation.
Even though young people may not be able to directly influence decision makers through
social media, young people feel heard and that they have the potential of influencing the public
conversation. Young people are using social media as a tool for connection, to build
communities, and to form social organizations around issues about which they are passionate. It
is by leveraging these connections that young people accumulate power to pressure decision
makers into taking them seriously.
Using Social Media to Foster Networks for Political Change
By listening to young people, I was able to see the power that they see in their social
networks. For example, participants in Focus Group 1 attributed shifts in Texas’s political
landscape to the increased use of social media, observing that Democratic candidates were
presenting competition in a state that reliably voted for Republican candidates. I had conceived
tensions between young people and those who hold decision-making power, but discussions with
participants revealed that this was not how young people framed power dynamics. For young
people, the way to accumulate power is through peer networks. The networks youth are already
in are themselves a form of social organization that accrue power by virtue of their networked
memberships. Peer networks are a form of social organization through which young people are
mobilizing (Maher & Earl, 2017).
Although peer networks can be used for social organizing, it does not mean relationships
between young people can easily or readily be mobilized for action. Peer networks however,
more readily afford opportunities for social and political education (Maher & Earl, 2017). Peers
educate one another on how to articulate their concerns, share information that pertains to their
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concerns, and exercise political agency. These findings support previous research that young
people’s peer networks afford a form of peer-based social and political education on how to
leverage social networks, build communities around shared concerns, raise awareness as a
collective, and accumulate power to agitate for change (Maher & Earl, 2017; van Haperen et al.,
2018).
This may explain why participants look towards social media for a sense of community, a
space where they can build relationships that foster their political agency. By expressing
themselves through social media, feeling heard, and seeing those interactions build community,
young people see community power and the possibility of a collective (Gaby & Caren, 2012).
Young people need to feel like they have people, whether peers or adults, who support them
when they dissent from the status quo and agitate for change. Young people need to feel their
community is with them, even as they find that their community is where they build it. For many
people, especially young people, this is through social media. The sense of agency built through
interactions via social media emboldens young people to engage in tactics for social and political
change.
Agency for Collective Political Participation
Young people in the study described how they feel heard when the issues they have been
advocating become central to public discourse. As young people have not felt heard in the wider
public sphere due to bias against young people already discussed, they feel heard when their
issue receives attention from adults. When those who often disregarded young people’s views
instead reiterate and circulate their concerns, especially through traditional media sources that
are maintained by adults, young people know they have been heard. Even if the changes that
young people are asking for are not forthcoming, participants felt that at least they knew that
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they had been acknowledged, an important step to having their views taken into consideration.
Participants discussed how they build on heightened awareness of the issues they are
championing to take subsequent, action-oriented steps.
Recalling de Certeau’s (1984) concept of tactics, young people’s practices can be
understood as channeling their agency into political tactics. In response to adult gatekeepers of
political processes marginalizing or excluding young people from participating in decisionmaking processes, young people seek to apply their political agency to building power outside of
traditional structures. Without specifically separating opportunities for participation that are
sponsored by formal government structures from those that are considered informal forms of
political engagement, participants in the study consistently chose to engage with opportunities
for participation that were not directly connected to state power. Because young people’s
political power is more easily dismissed when they try to exert it as individuals (for example, by
testifying at a public hearing, or by marking their perspective on a survey), young people
recognize that it is more efficacious to collectivize their power politically in order to achieve
recognition.
Young people build their collective political power by recognizing each other’s political
power. Through practices of expressing and hearing each other’s political voices, and taking
each other seriously as political agents, young people are simultaneously participating in
democracy and raising the profile of young people as political participants. Participants
mentioned how a mutual recognition amongst their peers bolsters their motivation to continue
their engagement. Even if this sense of political power was not offered by traditional power
brokers, it boosted young people’s sense of political agency. Building collective political power
challenges the power dynamics of the political environment. Although this is not prescriptive or
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predictive, young people’s practices to build collective power is powerful action on behalf of the
recognition of their political agency.
Study participants’ use of social media for connection and communication is also a tactic
towards political power. These social media practices, such as creating and circulating
information, are able to circumvent formal political processes and structures where young people
have felt excluded, dismissed, and politically disempowered. Young people’s own political
tactics are embedding young people into networks of informal social political organizations.
As this framing of political tactics has revealed, young people’s political actions do not
only take the informal forms that they explicitly named, such as protesting or circulating political
art to express themselves. Young people are also using these tactics to foster informal political
organizations and solidarity networks, which further support their political agency. Strengthening
power through networks and organizations has the added benefit of widening the breath of
political engagement, as young people engage their peers to be political agents themselves.
Through these tactics, young people are democratizing and enhancing their political agency.
Reframing the Context of Young People’s Agency
Adults limit young people’s political agency under the guise of protecting them
(Kulynych, 2001). By not protecting their right to participate, adults constrain young people’s
capacities to improve their own conditions for development (Kulynych, 2001). Adults
simultaneously criticize young people for not being productive, dutiful citizens carrying out
actions within the acceptable political range. This formation lets adults off the hook for our role
in all of it: for infantilizing young people, excluding them from political processes, and not
responding to young people’s pleas and demands.
Young people are aware that their individual power as compared to the power of adults,
especially the political elites and corporations that have traditionally marginalized them, will
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always be uneven as long as it is based upon a system that was built to exclude them. Young
people believe that the way to instigate change is by building movements to transform these
systems. Whether it’s through social media, or traditional forms of organizing and movement
building, young people will be drawn to tools that facilitate their political power and agency.
Eschewing formal forms of political engagement such as forums where young people’s
voices are marginalized, or beseeching elected politicians to represent their views in a system
young people consider undemocratic, young people choose to apply their political agency
towards movement building. This is both a response to as well as a tactic to circumvent
traditional formal forms of political engagement. The building of power through networks and
informal social-political organizations also has the added benefit of widening the breath of
political engagement. In and of itself, collectivizing young people’s political agency is an act of
engaging young people as peers to be political agents themselves. Through social movement
tactics, young people are themselves democratizing and enhancing young people’s political
agency.
A fundamental error is made when framing young people’s power in juxtaposition with
political elites. It presupposes that power functions within a zero-sum paradigm, where power is
gained or lost. Although adults act as gatekeepers with the power to exclude young people
outright or to maintain systems that marginalize young people’s political participation, simply
framing this tension as being between young people versus adults discounts the social, cultural,
and institutional biases that reassert inequities despite individual-level shifts. Young people’s
tactics seem to recognize this. Rather than working as individuals to change the minds of
gatekeeper after gatekeeper, where their power can more easily be disregarded, by acting as part
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of a movement young people can try to shift the social imagination of other young people and
activate their peers as political agents.
If we analyze young people’s political agency only on an individual scale, we would
overlook the sense of agency young people feel when they form connections with peers, allied
groups, and movements. When we conceptualize young people’s political agency relationally
rather than individually, we can see young people’s actions of political agency not only in terms
of political power gained by that young person, or even incrementally young person after young
person, but the power that young people are able to catalyze into a movement.
Along these lines, I draw on the work of Rebecca Solnit (2019), whose essay “The Hero
is the Problem” posits that we need catalysts, not leaders. Although hero narratives serve us
inspirational idols who fight and defeat totems of injustice, hero narratives also spring from zerosum power paradigms. Against seemingly intractable cultural, social, and political forces that
reinforce institutions and systems that disenfranchise some people over others, power will not tip
over a solitary point. When societies are not democratic, power seeps and pools and snarls and
solidifies under enigmatic currents. Rather than relying on individuals to tip the balance of power
towards democratic governance, people working relationally can also disrupt, perturb, and alter
the currents of power.
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Conclusion
Contribution to Youth Political Participation
Previous studies are based on observations of young people’s participation in various
adult-designed forms of democratic governance (Bartlett, 2005; Couzens, 2017; Hinton et al.,
2008; Naker et al., 2007; Theis, 2010; Wyness, 2006). The present study draws more broadly on
young people’s own voices to understand how they perceive opportunities for participation and
why. The inclusion of young people’s own views is essential to developing a comprehensive
understanding of young people’s participation. Through focus groups and interviews with people
aged 18–24 from New York City, young people relayed that they did not feel listened to before
18 years of age, that when they are heard changes they desire are not made, and that they feel
stifled when they try to participate in shaping the conditions of their city. This indicates that
young people do not feel that they are being meaningfully engaged in city governance, that they
feel that opportunities available to them are not democratic, and that they would rather find and
make their own opportunities for their political engagement. These findings add to our
understanding of how young people perceive their opportunities to participate by elucidating
why opportunities do not work for them. Further adding to current literature (Jenkins et al., 2018;
Keating and Melis, 2017), these findings demonstrate that young people look to social
movements to collectivize power and that they use social media for political education and
networking.
This study draws on young people’s own voices to understand exactly how and where
young people exercise political agency and encounter barriers to that exercise. Their voices
reveal that because they feel that young people are not being accorded their right to participate in
democratic governance they are applying their political agency to influence the conditions of
their cities through tactics that circumvent their marginalization.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

92

Recommendations to Improve Opportunities for Young People’s Participation
To bridge the gap between rhetoric and practice, local governments can make use of
young people’s perspectives on their opportunities for participation. Because young people do
not feel that anyone is truly listening, cities can make clear their intention to listen by actively
soliciting participation and by advertising their commitment to including young people in
governance. Cities should explore mechanisms for engaging young people where they are
already politically active, like social media, while making sure to control for bias resulting from
sensational or prominent voices. Cities would do well to establish relationships with young
people’s self-organized groups, especially those for and by young people from marginalized
communities, to connect formal and informal forms of political participation.
Limitations and Potential Areas for Future Research
There are a number of limitations in the present study that should be considered. First, the
study employed convenience sampling from locations where individuals were more likely to
already be interested in or involved in community change. In addition, I did not examine
differences between the settings, given that the focus of this study was on young people’s
perceptions of their opportunities to participate and not on how the settings from which they
came influenced their perceptions. Additionally, the perspectives of young people who have had
direct experience with different opportunities for participation would greatly inform how their
engagement affects their perception of opportunities to participate in the public sphere. The
effects of setting and previous experience with opportunities for participation on their
perceptions would be a fruitful avenue for further research.
Second, I also designed the study to collect data through focus groups, and I analyzed the
transcripts from focus groups as a unit that included heterogeneous participants from different
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backgrounds and genders. While I was able to identify the contributions of focus group
participants by gender (all participants self-identified as either cisgender male or cisgender
female) based on the audio recordings of the focus groups, I was not able to disaggregate
individual participants’ contributions to examine their responses by race/ethnicity or socioeconomic (class) background, factors which may have affected young people’s perspectives of
opportunities to participate (Gordon and Taft, 2011). Furthermore, I did not examine the effect of
sexual identity, immigration status, or disability on the perspectives of young people on their
participation opportunities, potentially flattening important differences within the sample
population. Because of the tendency for existing structures to disempower, marginalize, and
render invisible some groups (Fraser, 1990), an analysis of young people’s perspectives without
attending to these differences particularly risks erasing the perspectives of oppressed voices.
Given this, future research should collect and analyze young people’s perspectives of their
opportunities to participate while attending to differences in their social identities.
I discovered another limitation to this study during data analysis, when I recognized the
need to categorize the opportunities for participation that study participants named during the
focus groups and interviews. I developed the opportunity categories outlined in the results
chapter after the data was collected, rather than developing the categories in conversation with
participants themselves during focus groups and interviews; this latter approach would have
permitted participants to determine how opportunities for participation should be grouped
together, and might have further revealed how young people understood the qualities and
affordances of their participation opportunities.
The current study’s reflection on the discouragement of young people’s participation may
be accounted for by adults’ misconceptions of young people’s capacities, as demonstrated by
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previous research (Clark & Percy-Smith, 2006; Cockburn, 2007; Hipskind & Poremski, 2005).
Although adults may develop a greater appreciation of young people’s capacities precisely
through working collaboratively with young people, adults’ biases may be an obstacle to them
engaging young people as partners in the first place. Further research to establish and account for
the connection between adults’ biases and youth participation is needed so that cities can foster
young people’s further political participation.
As participants repeatedly discussed social media as their preferred way to express their
views, how young people’s use of social media affects their sense and exercise of political
agency warrants more research. As young people themselves noted, the biases of the medium
prioritize the circulation of sensational content and posts by celebrities and influencers.
Furthermore, duplicitous actors use social media to spread misinformation and foment conflict
(Bradshaw & Howard, 2017). Future research should investigate how young people navigate
these forces in order to be effective political agents in the digital public sphere.
Young people in the current study clearly professed a deep interest in being part of social
movements, and also reflected a feeling that adult biases shape their political interactions.
Therefore, further research should investigate if and how adult biases against young people shape
social movements, including intergenerational social movements. Within the field of social
movement research, there is little research on the interaction between young people and adults in
those movements (Taft & Gordon, 2018). Research examining where and how young people and
adults interact in social movements, including around issues of decision-making and leadership,
would help to facilitate young people’s exercise of political agency in an intergenerational public
sphere.
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Closing Words
I am greatly buoyed by the conviction participants in this study had that young people
have a role in social change. The study has demonstrated that young people are passionate about
contributing to changes on everything from domestic violence to terrorism. If we are going to be
a democratic society that respects children’s rights to participate, then we have to create
conditions for them to do so meaningfully. Participants spoke of how social change is a long
struggle, and articulated the need for different tactics and for persistence. By collectivizing their
political agency, young people believe they can mobilize the power to affect the social change
they seek: “Sometimes you have to take action… everything starts somewhere. I think if you’re
not afraid to start something up, you know you can gather together a group of people, that’s how
things start” (Male, Focus Group 1).

96

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

References
Alter, C. (2017). How Parkland Students Are Taking on Politicians in the Gun Control Battle.
Time. Retrieved September 14, 2020, from https://time.com/longform/never-againmovement/
APSA Task Force on Inequality and American Democracy. (2004). American Democracy in an
Era of Rising Inequality (p. 24). Retrieved from
http://www.apsanet.org/portals/54/Files/Task%20Force%20Reports/taskforcereport.pdf
Ansell, N. (2009). Childhood and the politics of scale: Descaling children’s geographies?
Progress in Human Geography, 33(2), 190–209.
http://doi.org/10.1177/0309132508090980
Arnstein, S. R. (1969). A ladder of citizen participation. Journal of the American Institute of
Planners, 35(4), 216–224.
Arnott, M. (2008). Public Policy, Governance and Participation in the UK: A Space for Children?
The International Journal of Children’s Rights, 16(3), 355–367.
https://doi.org/10.1163/157181808X311196
Bandura, A. (2001). Social cognitive theory: An agentic perspective. Annual Review of
Psychology, 52(1), 1–26. http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1
Bandura, A. (2006). Toward a psychology of human agency. Perspectives on Psychological
Science, 1(2), 164–180. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6916.2006.00011.x
Barrett, M. D., & Buchanan-Barrow, E. (2005). Children’s Understanding of Society. Hove
(UK); New York: Psychology Press. Retrieved from

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

97

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&A
N=110329
Bartlett, S. (2005). Integrating children’s rights into municipal action: A review of progress and
lessons learned. Children, Youth and Environments, 15(2), 18–40.
Berti, A. E. (2005). Children’s understanding of politics. In M. Barrett & E. Buchanan-Barrow
(Eds.), Children’s Understanding of Society (pp. 69–103). New York, NY: Psychology
Press.
Bordonaro, L. I. (2012). Agency does not mean freedom. Cape Verdean street children and the
politics of children’s agency. Children’s Geographies, 10(4), 413–426.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2012.726068
Boyden, J., & Mann, G. (2005). Children’s risk, resilience, and coping in extreme situations. In
Handbook for Working with Children and Youth: Pathways to Resilience across Cultures
and Contexts (pp. 3–26). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. Retrieved from
http://sk.sagepub.com/reference/hdbk_youth/n1.xml
Bradshaw, S., & Howard, P. (2017). Troops, Trolls and Troublemakers: A Global Inventory of
Organized Social Media Manipulation. 2017.12.
https://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/uuid:cef7e8d9-27bf-4ea5-9fd6-855209b3e1f6
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and
Design. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

98

Butler, U. M., Princeswal, M., & Abreu, R. (2007). Cultures of Participation: Young People and
their Perceptions and Practices of Citizenship. Rio de Janeiro.
Cabannes, Y. (2005). Children and young people build participatory democracy in Latin
American cities. Children, Youth and Environments, 15(2), 185–210.
Cahill, C., & Hart, R. A. (2006). Pushing the boundaries: Critical international perspectives on
child and youth participation series introduction. Children, Youth and Environments,
16(2), i–iii.
Chawla, L. (2001). Evaluating children’s participation: Seeking areas of consensus. PLA Notes,
42, 9–13.
Chawla, L., & Heft, H. (2002). Children’s competence and the ecology of communities: A
functional approach to the evaluation of participation. Journal of Environmental
Psychology, 22(1–2), 201–216. http://doi.org/10.1006/jevp.2002.0244
Checkoway, B., Allison, T., & Montoya, C. (2005). Youth participation in public policy at the
municipal level. Children and Youth Services Review, 27(10), 1149–1162.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2005.01.001
Clark, A., & Percy-Smith, B. (2006). Beyond Consultation: Participatory Practices in Everyday
Spaces. Children, Youth & Environments, 16(2), 1–9.
Cockburn, T. (2007). Partners in Power: A Radically Pluralistic Form of Participative Democracy
for Children and Young People. Children & Society, 21(6), 446–457.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2006.00078.x

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

99

Committee on the Rights of the Child. (2009, July 1). General comment no. 12: The right of the
child to be heard. Retrieved from
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/docs/AdvanceVersions/CRC-C-GC-12.pdf
Couzens, M. (2017). Child Participation in Local Governance. In M. D. Ruck, M. PetersonBadali, & M. Freeman, Handbook of Children’s Rights: Global and Multidisciplinary
Perspectives (pp. 515–532). Taylor & Francis.
Daiute, C. (2008). The rights of children, the rights of nations: Developmental theory and the
politics of children’s rights. Journal of Social Issues, 64(4), 701–723.
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2008.00585.x
de Certeau, M. (1984). Walking in the City (S. Rendall, Trans.). In S. During (Ed), The Cultural
Reader (pp. 151-160). London and New York: Routledge. Repreinted from The Practice
of Everyday Life, pp. 91-110 by University California Press, Berkeley, CA.
Diemer, M. A. (2012). Fostering Marginalized Youths’ Political Participation: Longitudinal Roles
of Parental Political Socialization and Youth Sociopolitical Development. American
Journal of Community Psychology, 50(1–2), 246–256. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464012-9495-9
Diemer, M. A., & Li, C.-H. (2011). Critical Consciousness Development and Political
Participation Among Marginalized Youth. Child Development, 82(6), 1815–1833.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2011.01650.x
Dryzek, J. S. (2000). Deliberative Democracy and Beyond: Liberals, Critics, Contestations.
Oxford University Press.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

100

Fine, M., Torre, M. E., Frost, D. M., & Cabana, A. L. (2018). Queer Solidarities: New Activisms
Erupting at the Intersection of Structural Precarity and Radical Misrecognition. Journal
of Social and Political Psychology, 6(2), 608–630. https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v6i2.905
Fraser, N. (1990). Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually
Existing Democracy. Social Text, (25/26), 56–80. https://doi.org/10.2307/466240
Gaby, S., & Caren, N. (2012). Occupy Online: How Cute Old Men and Malcolm X Recruited
400,000 US Users to OWS on Facebook. Social Movement Studies, 11(3–4), 367–374.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14742837.2012.708858
Galston, W. A. (2001). Political Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education. Annual
Review of Political Science, 4(1), 217–234.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.4.1.217
Gaventa, J. (2006). Finding the spaces for change: A power analysis. IDS Bulletin, 37(6), 23–33.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.2006.tb00320.x
Gibson, J.J. (1977). The Theory of Affordances. In Robert Shaw & John Bransford (Eds.),
Perceiving, Acting, and Knowing.
Gordon, H. R. (2007). Allies Within and Without How Adolescent Activists Conceptualize
Ageism and Navigate Adult Power in Youth Social Movements. Journal of
Contemporary Ethnography, 36(6), 631–668.
Habermas, J., Lennox, S., & Lennox, F. (1974). The public sphere: An encyclopedia article
(1964). New German Critique, (3), 49. http://doi.org/10.2307/487737
Hart, J., & Tyrer, B. (2006). Research with children living in situations of armed conflict:
Concepts, ethics and methods (Working Paper Series No. 30). Refugee Studies Center,

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

101

University of Oxford. Retrieved from https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/publications/researchwith-children-living-in-situations-of-armed-conflict-concepts-ethics-and-methods
Hart, R. A. (1992). Children’s Participation: From Tokenism to Citizenship (Innocenti Essay No.
inness92/6). UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre. Retrieved from
http://ideas.repec.org/p/ucf/inness/inness92-6.html
Hart, R. (1997). Children’s Participation: The Theory and Practice of Involving Young Citizens
in Community Development and Environmental Care. Earthscan Publications Ltd.
Hart, R. A. (2014). Children, self-governance and citizenship. In C. Burke & K. Jones,
Education, Childhood and Anarchism: Talking Colin Ward (pp. 123–138). Abingtonton,
Oxon: Routledge.
Helwig, C. C., & Turiel, E. (2002). Civil liberties, autonomy, and democracy: Children’s
perspectives. International Journal of Law and Psychiatry, 25(3), 253–270.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-2527(02)00105-X
Hinton, R. (2008). Children’s participation and good governance: Limitations of the theoretical
literature. International Journal of Children’s Rights, 16(3), 285–300.
https://doi.org/10.1163/157181808X311141
Hinton, R., Tisdall, E. K. M., Gallagher, M., & Elsley, S. (2008). Children’s and young people’s
participation in public decision-making. International Journal of Children’s Rights, 16(3),
281-284.
Hipskind, A., & Poremski, C. (2005). Youth in Governance: Supports and Resources Are Critical
Components for Youth Success. Children, Youth and Environments, 15(2), 245–253.
James, A., Jenks, C., & Prout, A. (1998). Theorizing Childhood. Wiley.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

102

James, A., & Prout, A. (1997). Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood: Contemporary
Issues in the Sociological Study of Childhood. London; Washington, D.C.: Falmer Press.
Jeffrey, C. (2013). Geographies of children and youth III: Alchemists of the revolution? Progress
in Human Geography, 37(1), 145–152. https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132511434902
Jenkins, H., Shresthova, S., Gamber-Thompson, L., Kligler-Vilenchik, N., & Zimmerman, A.
(2018). By Any Media Necessary: The New Youth Activism. NYU Press.
Kallio, K. P., & Häkli, J. (2015). The Beginning of Politics: Youthful Political Agency in
Everyday Life.
Keating, A., & Melis, G. (2017). Social media and youth political engagement: Preaching to the
converted or providing a new voice for youth? The British Journal of Politics and
International Relations, 19(4), 877–894. https://doi.org/10.1177/1369148117718461
Kimiagar, B. & Hart, R. (2017). Children’s Free Association and the Collective Exercise of
Their Rights. In M. D. Ruck, M. Peterson-Badali, M. Freeman, & R. Hart, Handbook of
Children’s Rights: Global and Multidisciplinary Perspectives (pp. 498–514). Taylor &
Francis.
Kulynych, J. (2001). No playing in the public sphere: Democratic theory and the exclusion of
children. Social Theory & Practice, 27(2), 231–264.
Ladd, R. E. (2002). Rights of the child: A philosophical approach. In K. Alaimo & B. Klug
(Eds.), Children as Equals: Exploring the Rights of the Child (pp. 89–101). Lanham, MD:
UPA.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

103

Lansdown, G. (2005). The Evolving Capacities of the Child (Innocenti Insight No. innins05/18).
UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre. Retrieved from
http://ideas.repec.org/p/ucf/innins/innins05-18.html
Lee, N.-J., Shah, D. V., & McLeod, J. M. (2013). Processes of Political Socialization: A
Communication Mediation Approach to Youth Civic Engagement. Communication
Research, 40(5), 669–697. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650212436712
Lister, R., Smith, N., Middleton, S., & Cox, L. (2003). Young people talk about citizenship:
Empirical perspectives on theoretical and political debates. Citizenship Studies, 7(2),
235-253.
Maher, T. V., & Earl, J. (2019). Barrier or Booster? Digital Media, Social Networks, and Youth
Micromobilization. Sociological Perspectives, 62(6), 865–883.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0731121419867697
Morrow, V. (1999). `We are people too’: Children’s and young people’s perspectives on
children’s rights and decision-making in England. International Journal of Children’s
Rights, 7(2), 149–170. https://doi.org/10.1163/15718189920494318
Murphy-Berman, V., & Weisz, V. (1996). U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child: Current
challenges. American Psychologist, 51(12), 1231–1233. http://doi.org/10.1037/0003066X.51.12.1231
Naker, D., Mann, G., & Rajani, R. (2007). The gap between rhetoric and practice: Critical
perspectives on children’s participation. Children, Youth and Environments, 17(3), 99–
103.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

104

Nekmat, E., Gower, K. K., Gonzenbach, W. J., & Flanagin, A. J. (2015). Source effects in the
micro-mobilization of collective action via social media. Information, Communication &
Society, 18(9), 1076–1091. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2015.1018301
NYC Civilian Complaint Review Board. (2018). Right to Know Act. Retrieved October 13, 2019,
from https://www1.nyc.gov/site/ccrb/complaints/right-to-know-act.page
O’Toole, T., & Gale, R. (2008). Learning from political sociology: Structure, agency and
inclusive governance. International Journal of Children’s Rights, 16(3), 369–378.
https://doi.org/10.1163/157181808X311204
Peixoto, T., & Fox, J. (2016). When Does ICT-Enabled Citizen Voice Lead to Government
Responsiveness? IDS Bulletin, 41(1), 23–39. https://doi.org/10.19088/1968-2016.104
Pew Research Center. (2018). Teens’ Social Media Habits and Experiences. Retrieved from Pew
Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project website:
https://www.pewinternet.org/2018/11/28/teens-social-media-habits-and-experiences/
Pew Research Center. (2019, August 22). Social media users more likely to interact with people
who are different from them. Retrieved October 15, 2019, from Pew Research Center:
Internet, Science & Tech website: https://www.pewinternet.org/2019/08/22/social-mediausers-more-likely-to-interact-with-people-who-are-different-from-them/
Raby, R. (2014). Children’s participation as neo-liberal governance? Discourse: Studies in the
Cultural Politics of Education, 35(1), 77–89.
http://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2012.739468
Rizzini, I., & Thapliya, N. (2007). Young people’s perceptions and experiences of participation
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Children, Youth and Environments, 17(2), 74–92.

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

105

Ruck, M. D., Keating, D. P., Saewyc, E. M., Earls, F., & Ben-Arieh, A. (2016). The United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child: Its relevance for adolescents. Journal of
Research on Adolescence, 26(1), 16–29. http://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12172
Ruck, M. D., Peterson-Badali, M., Elisha, I. M., & Tenenbaum, H. R. (2016). Children’s Voices
about Children’s Rights: Thoughts from Developmental Psychology. In Handbook of
Children’s Rights: Global and Multidisciplinary Perspectives (pp. 597–610). Taylor &
Francis.
Santos Pais, M. (2000). Child participation and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. In R.
Rajani (Ed.), The Political Participation of Children. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Center for
Population and Development Studies.
Skelton, T. (2007). Children, Young People, UNICEF and Participation. Children’s Geographies,
5(1/2), 165–181. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280601108338
Skelton, T. (2010). Taking young people as political actors seriously: Opening the borders of
political geography. Area, 42(2), 145–151. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14754762.2009.00891.x
Skelton, T., & Gough, K. V. (2013). Introduction: Young people’s im/mobile urban geographies.
Urban Studies, 50(3), 455–466. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098012468900
Skoric, M. M., Zhu, Q., Goh, D., & Pang, N. (2015). Social media and citizen engagement: A
meta-analytic review: New Media & Society. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815616221
Solnit, R. (2019, April 2). When the Hero is the Problem. Literary Hub.
https://lithub.com/rebecca-solnit-when-the-hero-is-the-problem/

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

106

Su, C. (2010). Marginalized stakeholders and performative politics: dueling discourses in
education policymaking. Critical Policy Studies, 4(4), 362–383.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2010.525901
Taft, J. K. (2006). “I’m Not a Politics Person”: Teenage Girls, Oppositional Consciousness, and
the Meaning of Politics. Politics & Gender, 2(3), 329–352. https://doi.org/https://doiorg.ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/10.1017/S1743923X06060119
Taylor, N., Smith, A. B., & Gollop, M. (2008). New Zealand children and young people’s
perspectives on citizenship. International Journal of Children’s Rights, 16(2), 195–210.
https://doi.org/10.1163/157181808X301791
Theis. (2010). Children as active citizens: an agenda for children’s civil rights and civic
engagement. In B. Percy-Smith & N. Thomas (Eds.), A Handbook of Children and Young
People’s Participation: Perspectives from Theory and Practice. Routledge.
Tisdall, E. K. M. (2008). Is the honeymoon over? Children and young people’s participation in
public decision-making. International Journal of Children’s Rights, 16(3), 419-429.
United Nations General Assembly. (1981). International Youth Year: Participation,
Development, Peace, A/36/28 (13 November 1981), available from
undocs.org/en/A/RES/36/28.
United Nations General Assembly. (1989) Adoption of a Convention on the rights of the Child.
New York: United Nations.
US Census Bureau. (2019, April 23). Behind the 2018 U.S. Midterm Election Turnout. The
United States Census Bureau. https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2019/04/behind2018-united-states-midterm-election-turnout.html

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

107

van Haperen, S., Nicholls, W., & Uitermark, J. (2018). Building protest online: Engagement with
the digitally networked #not1more protest campaign on Twitter. Social Movement
Studies, 17(4), 408–423. https://doi.org/10.1080/14742837.2018.1434499
Westheimer, J., & Kahne, J. (2004). What Kind of Citizen? The Politics of Educating for
Democracy. American Educational Research Journal, 41(2), 237–269.
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312041002237
Woodhead, M. (2004). A right to development: Psychological perspectives on the UNCRC. In A.
Weyts (Ed.), Understanding Children’s Rights (pp. 61–77). Children’s Rights Centre,
University of Ghent.
Wyness, M. (2001). Children, childhood and political participation: Case studies of young
people’s councils. International Journal of Children’s Rights, 9(3), 193–212.
https://doi.org/10.1163/1571818012049493
Wyness, W. (2006). Children, young people and civic participation: regulation and local
diversity. Educational Review, 58(2), 209–218.
Young, I. M. (2001). Activist challenges to deliberative democracy. Political Theory, 29(5), 670–
690. https://doi.org/10.2307/3072534
Youniss, J., Bales, S., Christmas-Best, V., Diversi, M., McLaughlin, M., & Silbereisen, R.
(2002). Youth Civic Engagement in the Twenty-First Century. Journal of Research on
Adolescence, 12(1), 121–148. https://doi.org/10.1111/1532-7795.00027

YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPATION

108

Appendix 1: Recruitment Email
To whom it may concern,
Jennifer Tang, a Ph.D. Candidate at The Graduate Center, CUNY is recruiting participants for a study of
young people’s opportunities to participate in shaping New York City. If you can please forward the
message below to young people in your networks, or organizations that work with young people in the
city, it will be greatly appreciated. If you have questions or concerns, please contact her
at jtang@gradcenter.cuny.edu.

Are you interested in shaping how the city responds to young people?
Have you tried to make your views known to those who can change how the city is run?
Do you have ideas about how the city can take young people’s perspectives into consideration?

Young people are sharing their views about the city and trying to change it for the
better. If that includes you, join a focus group to share your perspectives and
experiences. This is an opportunity to share what it’s like trying to make a change in
New York City.
Participants will receive a voucher for a movie ticket and a MetroCard for
their time and travel.
To be eligible, you must be:
• 18-24 years old (but you are welcome to talk about your experiences from before you were 18)
• Have lived in New York City for at least three years
• Be able to travel to Midtown Manhattan
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If you are interested in being a part of a focus group (approximately 2 hours) to discuss your participation in
helping to shape New York City, sign-up at bit.ly/YouthOpp18 by November 25th.
Appendix 2: Consent Form
CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Graduate Center
Department of Psychology
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT FOCUS GROUP
Project Title: Young People’s Perception of Opportunities to Participate in City Governance
Principal Investigator:
Jennifer Tang, Graduate Student
The Graduate Center, CUNY
Psychology Department
365 5th Ave. 6th floor
New York, NY 10016

Faculty Advisor:
Martin Ruck, Ph.D., Professor
The Graduate Center, CUNY
Psychology Department
365 5th Ave. 6th floor
New York, NY 10016

Study Site: The Graduate Center, City University of New York. 365 5th Ave., New York, NY.
Introduction/Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study. The study is conducted under
the direction of Jennifer Tang of The Graduate Center, CUNY. The purpose of this research study is to
examine young people’s perspectives of their opportunities to participate in the governance of their city.
The results of this study will contribute to our understanding of youth participation in governance.
Procedures: Approximately 25 individuals are expected to participate in research focus groups. Each
participant will participate in one focus group that will take one and a half to two hours. You may refuse
to answer any questions that you do not want to answer and still remain in the study. This focus group
will be audio recorded to ensure the accuracy of what participants discuss. Participants have the right to
review the recording taken as part of this research to determine whether they should be edited or erased in
whole or in part. Each session will take place at The Graduate Center, City University of New York, 365
5th Ave. in New York.
Possible Risks/Discomforts: Your participation in this study will involve minimal risk, as much as you
are likely to face through typical daily activities. Some of the questions the researcher asks you may be
upsetting, or you may feel uncomfortable answering them. If you do not wish to answer a question, you
can skip it and go to the next question.
Benefits: There are no direct benefits. However, the information obtained from this study has the
potential to add to our understanding of engaging young people in city governance.
Compensation: For your participation in this study you will receive one voucher for a movie ticket to an
AMC theatre (the average cost of a movie ticket at an AMC theatre in New York City is $14.30) and a
$5.50 MetroCard after completion of the focus group, regardless of whether you choose not to answer a
question or decide to leave. Food and refreshments will also be provided during the focus group.
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Confidentiality: All participants will be asked not to share the information discussed during the group
discussion with anyone outside of the group. However, complete confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. To
protect your confidentiality, you will select a pseudonym prior to the focus group. Only your pseudonym
will be associated with the information you provide after that. Consent forms will be stored in a locked
file cabinet at The Graduate Center. Focus groups will be transcribed from the audio recordings with no
identifying information and stored in password-protected files on Jennifer Tang’s computer. Once focus
group audio recordings have been transcribed, they will be deleted. Collected data will be accessible to
Jennifer Tang, Martin Ruck, and the CUNY IRB members and staff. Any information from focus group
that appears in publications will be attributable only to the pseudonym and any identifying information
will be changed to protect your confidentiality.
Participants’ Rights:
• Your participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. If you decide not to participate,
there will be no penalty to you, and you will not lose any benefits to which you are otherwise
entitled.
• You can decide to withdraw your consent and stop participating in the research at any time,
without any penalty.
Contact Questions/Persons: If you have any questions about the research now or in the future, you
should contact the Principal Investigator, Jennifer Tang at jtang@gradcenter.cuny.edu. If you have
questions about your rights as a research participant, or you have comments or concerns that you would
like to discuss with someone other than the researchers, please call the CUNY Research Compliance
Administrator at 646-664-8918. Alternately, you can write to:
CUNY Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research
Attn: Research Compliance Administrator
205 East 42nd Street
New York, NY 10017
HRPP@cuny.edu
Statement of Consent:
“I have read the above purpose of the study, and understand my role in participating in the research. I
volunteer to take part in this research. I have had a chance to ask questions. If I have questions later, about
the research, I can ask the investigator listed above. I understand that I may refuse to participate or
withdraw from participation at any time without jeopardizing my employment, student status or other
rights to which I am entitled. The investigator may withdraw me at his/her professional discretion. If I
have questions about my rights as a research participant, I can call the CUNY Research Compliance
Administrator at 646-664-8918. I certify that I am 18 years of age or older and freely give my consent to
participate in this study. I will receive a copy of this document for my records.”
I give permission to the researcher to make an audio recording of this focus group: [ ]Yes

[ ] No

_______________________________ ______________________________
Printed Name of Participant
Signature of Participant

___________________
Date Signed

_______________________________ ______________________________
Printed Name of Investigator
Signature of Investigator

___________________
Date Signed
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Protocol
Before gathering the group here today, I compiled a list of all opportunities to voice, be heard,
and taken into consideration from the interviews I did with each of you. Looking at these:
•

What do you [all] think about the number of opportunities that everyone named?

•

How can you tell if an opportunity lets young people express their views?

•

How can you tell if young people are heard?

•

How can you tell if young people’s perspectives are taken into consideration?

•

Do these opportunities to voice match the way young people express their opinions?

•

Are the levels of participation even across the different opportunities? As in, do you feel
some forms of participation are more effective ways of expressing, being heard, or having
your views taken into consideration?

For those of you who know about these opportunity:
•

How meaningful do you feel young people’s participation in this opportunity is?
Probes:

•

•

Is young people’s participation taken seriously? Genuinely respected?

•

Does its format, agenda, or outputs correspond more to adults or young people?

•

Is it an opportunity for respectful dialogue and exchange?

How democratic is young people’s participation in this opportunity?
Probes:
•

Does this opportunity make young people feel like they can participate? Why or

why not?
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•
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Since different young people have different capacities for participating, does this

opportunity take that into account?
•

Is this opportunity open and equitably accessible to all young people? If not, what

particular groups or types of young people have greater access? Are excluded?
•

Does this opportunity respect that young people are not a homogeneous group and

have diverse views?
•

Does participating in this opportunity makes you feel like young people can shape the
city?
Probes:
•

Does this opportunity respect young people’s capacity to influence the decisions

made about the city?
•

Does participating in this opportunity makes young people feel like you have the

capacity to contribute to the city?

Do you have any further thoughts about opportunities to participate in city governance? Thank
you for participating in my research study.
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Appendix 4: Interview Protocol
What’s an issue that concerns your community or the city that you really care about? Can you
tell me about how you tried to do something about it? I’m interested in a wide range of activities;
everything to sharing something on social media, to signing a petition, to joining a protest, to
presenting to the city council, to running a hackathon… Tell me a story about when you tried to
make your voice heard on an issue.
Probes:
1. How did you express yourself?
2. Do you think it was heard?
Meaningful
Did it feel like your participation mattered, perhaps by changing the process or influencing the
decision?
Probes:
1. Did you bring forward an issue that was not receiving enough attention or a particular
perspective that was missing?
2. Did adults changed the way they work to be more inclusive and accommodate young
people?
3. Did someone, either a young person or an adult, changed their mind because of the
conversation or exchange?
4. Young people have different capabilities and levels of capacities to have a genuine
exchange with adults on city matters. Did you feel like [this opportunity for involving
young people] took that into account? If so, how?
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Voice/Heard/Considered
Thinking more broadly now, I am interested in your perspectives on opportunities for other
young people to participate in making decisions on city matters that affect them. When I say
opportunities to participate, I am thinking about it in three separate parts: opportunities to
voice, be heard, and opportunities where young people’s views are taken into consideration. Can
you tell me about all the opportunities in the city for young people to voice their opinions, have
their thoughts heard, and have their views taken into consideration? We can list them out…
Probes:
1. What are different ways that young people can express their thoughts about the city to
people who may be able to do something about it?
2. Are there some ways (some forums) that young people’s perspectives get heard more
than others? Why do you think that is the case?
3. Are there some voices that get heard more than others? If so, which ones and why?
4. Are there opportunities where young people’s perspectives are taken into consideration
on decisions are made that affect them? If so, tell me about them.
5. What made you feel like young perspectives were genuinely taken into consideration?
6. Do you feel there are enough opportunities for young people’s perspectives to be taken
into consideration when decisions are made that affect them?
7. Earlier I asked about different types of young people. Are there opportunities where this
makes a difference? Which ones and how?
8. Do you feel that the ways young people want to participate match with the ways the city
takes people’s views into consideration? How would you change it?
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Democratic
Looking at all the ways young people can participate in the city, do you think some of these
encourage some young people to participate more than others do?
Probes:
1. How might particular groups of young people be more likely to participate?
2. What are some barriers or implicit codes that might prevent some young people from
participating?
3. In a process where young people with different perspectives have the opportunity to be
heard, is the diversity of perspectives within young people acknowledged? If so, how?
Agency
Can you tell me about a time when you did something that made you feel like you can make a
mark on an issue you care about? Something you did that made you feel like you had some
power to affect change. It can be anything from getting re-tweeted by someone you admire, to
getting legislation passed.
Probes:
1. What are ways of participating that make you feel more or less like you can affect change
in the city?
2. With the recent shifts in the social and political context, do you feel like your capacity to
participate in conversations or actions to influence the city has changed?
3. If a younger person told you that they were interested in getting involved in an issue in
the city, what would you advise? Are there particular approaches? Do they need any
particular skills, resources, or connections?

